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ABSTRACT 
 
Preeya Deol  
 
Periods, Prayer, and Purity: Menstrual Health Practices Within the Sikh Tradition 
 
 
 This thesis project is centered on my personal experience, as well as the experiences of 
thirteen females within the Sikh community. These women, along with myself, represent 
members of the South Asian diaspora. Keeping that in mind, there are many gaps in the literature 
in terms of where the voices are coming from and from the world, which ones are represented. 
With this research, I aim to shed light on how some Sikh women emotionally, mentally, as well 
as physically manage their menstrual cycles. This project comes at a time where revolutions are 
occurring. People around the world are pushing to make a change around what we see as 
menstruation and why generations of people still see it as a taboo and unacceptable topic of 
discussion. As this field of research grows, I desire that my work with Sikh females can create 
content for scholars and the community to read, understand, and gain insight from, specifically 
tackling issues of access, education, and possible policy change.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
Periods and Sikhism: My Experiences and Memories as a Sikh woman in the U.S.    
 My familial history is rich with a diverse intermingling of traditions and beliefs. My 
maternal grandmother practiced the Sikh faith devoutly and ultimately remained a Sikh after 
marriage. The circumstances were unusual, as her future husband was a devoted practitioner of 
Hinduism and came from an upper-class family in Patna, Bihar. When they were married, my 
grandfather converted to Sikhism, an eventful rarity in his time. As a result, I have been raised as 
a Sikh female, surrounded by hints of Hindu traditions that my grandfather passed on to my 
mother. My identity is a large part of why I chose to complete this research; it holds a dear place 
in my heart, not solely because I am female, but because I understand how culture affects the 
ability for one to discuss sexuality and reproductive health. As a South Asian, Sikh female, I 
want to bring light to a topic that has become so buried in the souls of Sikh women that raising it 
out of the pits of her stomach will be difficult to do; yet, I desire to do so. I want to make it 
normal to talk about menstruation and puberty without having it hushed by cultural and religious 
taboos.   
 I can vividly picture in my head the time and circumstances around my first menstrual 
cycle. It goes as follows: waking up at 7 AM to a sharp stomach pain, running downstairs to the 
bathroom and to my outright horror, blood stains all over my underwear. I legitimately believed I 
was going to die. My mother had not really discussed what would happen in the coming years as 
I approached this life-changing age and I was genuinely confused as to what I was going 
through. My conservative grandmother also happened to be staying with us and I was not 
prepared for the pieces of information she would come to share with me. “You have become a 
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woman now. You need to sit here and understand that this is not something we can talk about 
with your dad.” This was done in low whispers too, which I could barely hear and was becoming 
extremely frustrated. I was placed in the living room, separated from the rest of the household, 
as cartoons played on TV and I was given a hot water bottle with Early Grey Tea.  
 Even as my siblings entered the room, she whispered to them that “I needed to be left 
alone and that I had changed.” This key word: changed. Why was I any different than a thirteen-
year old girl who had just started their period? Yes, I knew about one’s period from sexual 
education class, but my grandmother seemed to be making a bigger deal out of this than it 
actually was. I remember how shocked my mother was as she handed me two packs of heavy-
duty pads and showed me how to use them. God forbid I used tampons, which I would later 
come to learn the reason behind my mother’s disapproval of them. With my background 
research, I was able to find an author, Barbara Christian, who emphasizes that the general 
consensus amongst women of all cultural backgrounds, with the exception of the United 
Kingdom, is that many females preferred the use of pads instead of tampons during one’s 
menstrual cycle. The use of tampons is depicted “in India…[as an] action [that] interferes with 
normal blood flow. Any action or behavior which is perceived as inhibiting the flow of menstrual 
blood is regarded as contrary to health” (Christian 1983, 53). Even “in…Pakistan, the majority of 
women use pads made from torn clothing, but some…Pakistani…women use no extra 
protection” (Christian 1983, 132). The preferred use of these items can depict these certain 
cultural and religious beliefs, without actually openly stating the sexual and cultural taboos 
associated with the use or avoidance of these products, such as the phallic nature of the tampon. 
However, this study was conducted in the 1980s; therefore, attitudes may have changed over 
time. 
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 My mother also revealed to me things my grandmother had said to her in regards to 
“proper” behavior during one’s period, such as no showering or touching of the Guru Granth 
Sahib, Sikhism’s holy scripture. As I currently analyze these behaviors, the concept of pollution 
has been ever-present, a notion that deems itself permeable throughout South Asian culture, 
regardless of religion. In order to provide context, I desire to depict these circumstances of South 
Asian women and the conditions they must undergo, regardless of their faith. A common 
avoidance of household tasks is a perceived behavior during one’s menstrual cycle, which can be 
commonly displayed in the lives of upper and lower caste Hindu females. For example, some 
women may not touch the furniture and other women may have to sleep on the floor. Connected 
more deeply to a religious context, the old tales and myths are continuously passed on to further 
generations. For example, females are told not to wash one’s hair and advised not to bathe, 
which stems from a fear of preventing the menstrual flow from occurring naturally and 
accurately (Christian 1983). This information sheds a bit of light on one of the many reasons a 
female within the South Asian context may not specifically feel comfortable when menstruating, 
especially when their is shame and stigma associated with such a natural bodily process.  
 I reflected for many years on what my grandmother and mother had told me regarding 
my menstrual cycle, each month deciding if I were to rebel against my elders’ wishes and touch 
the Guru Granth Sahib while bleeding. I didn’t want to follow the “rules,” as it just didn’t feel 
right. A disconnect appeared between what I was taught about women and Sikhism from a very 
young age and what I was hearing from the older generations. They were simply not matching. 
How could this be? My parents always pride themselves on saying “We are an equal faith, a faith 
that is called to treat women equally and with respect. No discrimination.” However, this seemed 
to be the contrary as I grew up.  
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 I am very passionate about this project and have wanted to comprehend why these 
sentiments are ever-present in the South-Asian community; yet, when I went to educate myself 
on where these cultural and religious taboos emerged from, Sikhism did not have any 
information that I could connect to the behavior of our community members. My research 
regarding other faiths and their regulations on menstrual health were extremely evident. For 
example, an accomplished and extremely devout Islamic scholar by the name of Muhammad 
Mustafa al-Jibaly discusses the many regulations Islam can present revolving around the female 
menstrual cycle. Once again, there is this constant comparison between being of the pure and 
impure states, specifically dictated from a male perspective. “As soon as a woman sees blood, 
she should stop praying – until she later sees the discharge of purity, white as silver. She may 
then rush (to perform ghusl) and pray” (Mustafa al-Jibaly 2007, 5). The ghusl is a ritual bath 
performed after a female completes her menstrual cycle in order to purify herself. This is just an 
example of the information that I was able to retrieve from my research, but nothing but a few 
lines regarding the Sikh perspective on menstruation and female bodily fluids. As a result, this 
thesis’ goal is to display the thoughts and opinions of Sikh women from within my community, 
the reasons for which the taboos and the stigma have propagated over generations.  
Menstruation, izzat, and the Patriarchy in South-Asian Culture  
 Many females are misinformed about the process and purpose of menstruation. This is 
partially due to the cultural and religious stigma associated with it, as well as the idea of ignoring 
the actual educational components that are necessary for a young female to thrive once she 
reaches this stage. A study published in 2014 titled “Students’ Perceptions and Doubts About 
Menstruation in Developing Countries: A Case Study From India,” addresses the concept that 
adolescent, school-age girls have questions regarding reproductive and sexual health; yet, they 
		 5	
are not exposed to this information and are unsure of where to start in their comprehension. For 
example, questions dealt with “refraining from bathing, poor perineum care, and restrictions on 
touching anything and leaving the house were cultural and social constraints associated with 
menstruation among participants” (Chothe 2014). The study even goes further in displaying that 
in addition to learning about menstrual health, “sexuality and sexual relations arose in nearly all 
sessions for girls in higher grades. Students wanted to know about contraceptives, condoms, 
kissing, sex education, and pregnancy” (Chothe 2014).  
 As one can come to understand, the associated problems when a woman begins her 
menstrual cycle can conglomerate and become magnified. This is also in part due to the 
patriarchal structures set in place by those who hold much of the political power: men. My father 
is a very open-minded, non-traditional Sikh man; therefore, he did not see my body as a changed 
vessel, prepared for marriage and birth. My parents wanted me to have a normal childhood, but 
unfortunately, some girls in the South-Asian context are not always allowed this luxury. When 
addressing the power dynamic of women and their places within the family unit, a study 
involving Hindus, Muslims, and Christians of India, as well as Muslims of Bangladesh and 
Pakistan, was utilized in order to display the interconnectedness of cultural and religious 
contexts. There seems to be an overall focus on the idea that the son holds the capabilities of 
carrying on the traditions of the familial line in comparison to the daughter, who is constantly 
being primed and prepped for the world of marriage and the duties that come with becoming a 
wife, daughter-in-law, and possible mother. The author of this study states that “patrilineal 
descent in South Asia tends to be unusually harsh on women, with mechanisms for the 
management of their sexuality and for control over their procreative powers” (Dube 1997, 35). 
When looking at the power dynamics of what a female is required to partake in as the main 
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domestic provider of the household, “she has control over household resources…[and] is 
responsible for rituals and for perpetuating the traditions of the family” (Dube 1997, 43). 
However, the larger question presents itself in this typical manner: how can the female go about 
carrying on her requirements if she is limited in the overall capabilities of her role within this 
family unit, specifically when menstruating? She is the main source of overall power within the 
household, yet she cannot utilize her skills and possible dominant stature if she is in fact on her 
cycle, which results in the reinforcement of gender roles and males in constant position at the 
very top of the hierarchy (Dube 1997). This author does an excellent job of displaying what 
problems can come due to the lack of mindfulness as a woman enters into such a critical stage in 
life. 
 Continuing with this theme of patriarchal structures, my intrigue also enabled me to 
comprehend that within South Asian contexts, the most indicative time of male control is the 
instant a female achieves puberty and experiences menarche. There is this belief that once these 
events occur within a female’s life, she is at a critical stage, where marriage and reproduction are 
possible. Now, these practices can vary according to socioeconomic status, education level, and 
location in terms of urban or rural, but there is the evident “widespread practice of marrying off a 
girl as early as possible after puberty. Laws specifying the lowest permissible age at marriage 
exist…in Bangladesh, Pakistan, and India, but they are ignored…[one’s] sexual desired is 
believed to be awakened…and [needs] control” (Dube 1997, 49-50). This study was conducted 
in the 1990s; therefore, attitudes may have changed over time. However, there is this reinforcing 
patriarchal idea that the males of the family, such as her brothers and father, are required to 
protect the ‘new’ female’s sexuality. Failure to do so can result in the destruction of the familial 
name or hopes of finding a partner for the female of the household, resulting in the loss of 
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“izzat,” or respect (Dube 1997, 51). This not only demonstrates that certain males of the family 
may be protecting the female for their own personal or familial benefits, but most certainly 
demonstrates that there is no belief in the capabilities of the female. The female, once she 
reaches puberty, is now solely represented as a sexualized object, preparing for her role in 
marriage as a dutiful wife and mother. This female has neither real agency nor voice in 
demonstrating how she feels after she attains puberty nor is she given the chance to care for 
herself in the ways that are necessary to protect her own “izzat.”  
 As these women suffer in silence, there continues to be this underlying theme of sexual 
repression and shame associated with female sexuality. Even throughout my research of 
background information, there appears to be this hierarchy in how bodily fluids from males and 
females are perceived, further encouraging my desire to shed light on this taboo topic within my 
community. From analyzing a study surrounding Tamil-Speaking Sri-Lankans in the 
“Ethnography of Fertility and Birth,” I was presented with a variation of practices within the 
country, specifically involving the diversity of practices regarding Hindu and Muslim 
populations. From this study, “menstruation, the ‘flowering’ of an open uterus, is seen as a 
monthly safeguard, draining away women’s excess strength and desire so that men remain 
socially dominant” (MacCormack 1982, 4). This is starkly different in comparison to the 
presentation of bodily fluids created by men, where semen is described as being made from 
blood, but this form of blood continues to enable a male to display the utmost degree of 
masculinity. “Men seek to store it as a way of promoting their physical, and ultimately spiritual 
development, rather than letting it drain off in too much sexual activity” (MacCormack 1982, 4). 
This comparison between the two ‘forms’ of blood continue to reinforce this patriarchal notion, 
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the concept of taking away the energy of a female in order to imprison her as the less capable 
sex, specifically during menstruation. 
When Women Bleed: The Medicalization and Commercialization of Menstruation  
 
 What is menstruation and why does it impact the female body? Menstruation, according 
to Merriam Webster’s Dictionary, is defined as:  
 A cyclical discharging of blood, secretions, and tissue debris from the uterus that recurs 
 in non-pregnant breeding-age primate females at approximately monthly intervals and 
 that is considered to represent a readjustment of the uterus to the non-pregnant state 
 following proliferative changes accompanying the preceding ovulation (Merriam). 
In American culture, many consider menstruation a bodily process females must undergo in 
order to attain the capabilities of reproduction; however, many within our society also stigmatize 
and are reluctant to discuss women’s reproductive health. With that said, there is much historical 
context that must be provided, specifically addressing the depiction of menstruation, as well as 
the complicated, yet effective, emergence of menstrual products in the late 19th century. With the 
growing field of science and medical research, many scholars have attempted to understand the 
concept of menstruation and how it truly affected the female body. There is a term coined in 
Sharra Louise Vostral’s work, “Under Wraps: A History of Menstrual Hygiene Technology,” 
known as “scientific menstruation,” the idea that before the field of science became intrigued by 
this process, menstruation was seen as a “plethora or surplus of blood, followed by a natural 
monthly purging to keep the body’s humors in balance…” (Vostral 2012, 4). What is most 
disturbing is the idea that this became a point of contention for male figures and researchers to 
objectify and utilize to their advantage, which is disturbingly and clearly demonstrated here:  
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 Scientific menstruation is extremely important because it marks a shift from away from 
 women as the arbiters of their bodies, replacing women’s knowledge with the knowledge 
 of experts whose power is derived through professionalization and the ‘truth’ of 
 scientifically derived facts…Whether [menstruation] was a disease, plethora, condition, 
 or debility, it resulted in a belief system that judged menstruation and its effects on the 
 body as unnatural and problematic, and helped create a systematic approach to menstrual 
 prejudice (Vostral 2012, 4).  
As a result, one can understand the lens through which many look at this natural process of a 
female and how they continue to encourage these perceptions.  
 Due to societal expectations, my experience is that many believe that the female body 
and mind should be primed for her presentation as a virgin, within the framework of marriage or 
specifically, one who has not engaged in penetrative, PIV sex. She may or may not choose to 
engage with her closest circle when discussing topics of marriage and fertility. What is most 
intriguing is this overall element of sexualization and what is to occur at times deemed 
appropriate to do so. As a result, the public and private sector continue to sexualize menstruation, 
a notion that cannot be discussed openly with members of society, regardless of gender, but in 
whispers amongst a certain female demographic. Whatever the case may be, women’s practices 
regarding menstruation vary according to what is deemed appropriate within the form of society, 
as well as the extent of their knowledge on the topic of puberty and menstrual cycles. This 
variation in practice only reinforces the sexualized nature of the female period, specifically when 
analyzing the South Asian perspective. 
 There are many sentiments surrounding menstruation within the South-Asian context, but 
in summation, appear more negative in comparison to the “positive” nature that one strives to 
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explain menstruation in. For example, a study completed in 2004 addressing sanitation and 
menstrual hygiene management in South Asia was supported by this information: 
 A survey of 160 girls in West Bengal (Dasgupta and Sarkar 2008) found that 67.5 per 
 cent were aware about menstruation prior to menarche, but 97.5 per cent did not know 
 the source of menstrual bleeding…The evidence from these few studies suggests that in 
 South Asia formal education about reproductive health is very limited…Focus-group 
 discussions with girls revealed that teachers generally avoided teaching reproductive 
 health…The girls in this study also reported that the information they received was 
 mainly regarding use of cloth, the practice of rituals, the concept of (cultural) pollution, 
 and cautions about behaviour towards men and boys (Fernandes and Mahon 2010, 101). 
In terms of education, access, and understanding the simple concept of menstruation, there are 
not many methods to ensure these young females are being exposed to accurate information. 
What is barring them from these basic resources, their human right to understand their bodies 
and to ensure they can take care of the body they are given? Societal stigma and repression of the 
female voice only graze the surface of what issues continue to perpetuate this lack of knowledge.  
 In addition, as I was researching how women of South-Asian heritage across several 
religious contexts endure and comprehend the female menstrual cycle, the data indicates that 
women can be bound within the confines of religion. The Islamic and Hindu context can create 
an environment that reinforces the restrictive gender roles of a female and how she is expected to 
engage with the societal requirements set in place for her. However, I feel the urge to discuss the 
practices of females within the framework of Sikhism, as there is not much content. 
 It is frustrating to feel underrepresented within the literature; yet, one can comprehend 
that from the trends within South-Asian contexts, the practices of a Sikh female may not be far 
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off from a practicing Hindu or Muslim female. With this research, I aim to shed light on how 
women emotionally, mentally, as well as physically manage their menstrual cycles. This project 
comes at a time where revolutions are occurring. People around the world are pushing to make a 
change around what we see as menstruation and why generations of people still see it as a taboo 
and unacceptable topic of discussion. As a female chooses each piece of her identity to embody 
the whole, religion and culture can be ultimate determinants to how a female will take care of her 
reproductive health as she matures over time. She will either continue to follow those traditional 
rituals taught to her by the older generations or focus on what is right for her body, mind, and 
future males and females to come.    
Thesis Structure and Purpose 
 I aim to utilize my thesis to fill in the missing information regarding Sikh women and 
their perspectives on proper menstrual health practices, as well as taboos that may appear within 
our community. Not all voices of Sikh females around the world will be represented, as this is a 
small sub-section of this religious population. The women I am interviewing are of the South-
Asian diaspora; therefore, their experiences and beliefs may very well differ from Sikhs currently 
residing in South Asia or other parts of the world. Lastly, the cultural background of these 
women comes from Northern India, as that is where most of these participants were born, raised, 
or familial background is from. With these interviews, one must also understand that component 
of their experience as a Sikh female.   
 As I searched for sources, Sikhs were never truly represented, which in itself is an issue. 
However, I was able to comprehend the Hindu and Muslim voices within these specific sources, 
which provided additional evidence for what I am searching for: the idea that the community 
stigma and taboos truly have an impact on a young female’s life. With this research, I strive to 
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display the normalcy of a monthly bodily process, as well as the possibility of having women’s 
voices at the forefront, demanding equality in access and increased education regarding these 
topics.  
 With this project, I was given the opportunity to conduct 13 extensive interviews with 
Sikh women from a variety of ages and backgrounds. As this field of research grows, I desire 
that my work with Sikh females can create content for scholars and the community to read, 
understand, and gain insight from, specifically tackling issues of education and possible policy 
change. Prior to my interviews, I understood that the females that I would be interviewing would 
hold a variety of opinions and outlooks. However, due to the location of my research, which is in 
the American South, I would be selecting from a small South Asian population to begin with. As 
the Triangle grows and with it, the diversity in cultural and religious groups, there was still a 
small group of Sikh women I could choose to interview, resulting in limitations to my research. 
 However, to preface my in-depth interviews with these Sikh females, I had to create a 
framework to analyze the conversations I was having with the participants. In order to do so, I 
garnered a specific list of secondary sources, which are categorized as follows. Within my first 
category of secondary sources, I utilized journals, such as Begum’s and Healy’s research, which 
provided context to South Asian practices, displaying the necessity of comprehending cultural 
norms that vary according to region, but incorporated that variation in religious populations as 
well. What is critical to understand when analyzing these secondary sources, one must see that 
there is no possible method to generalize the overall behavior of South Asian females during 
their periods. To take it one step further, these articles address the concepts of access and 
education, which are core components to analyzing further implications of these menstrual 
stigmas.  
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 My second category of secondary sources analyzes the religious variations on a broader 
scale, including specified practices for certain religions, such as Islam and Hinduism. Moving 
from a generalized South Asian perspective to a more specific understanding within certain 
contexts aides in shaping my argument addressing the idea of pollution and stigma within the 
South Asian community. Knowing the female health and menstrual practices within the Hindu 
and Muslim framework creates a space for me to analyze the dynamic of these practices, as 
Mustafa al-Jibaly and Rodrigues display the complicated notions in their works. The other 
secondary sources within this category enable me to comprehend the contrast of space and 
power, how religious and familial contexts truly shape how a female can interact with others or 
be an agent for her own body within her own community.  
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Chapter 2 
Essential Female Voices 
The Sikh Doctrine and Menstruation  
 In order to create a framework for this ethnographic research, I had to begin somewhere. 
I was determined to seek out if the Guru Granth Sahib, Sikhism’s religious text, or if the founder 
of the religion, Guru Nanak Dev ji, outlined principles or practices specifically associated with 
menstruation. To provide context, during the beginning of the 16th century, there was much 
religious conflict, specifically “in 1521, [when] Guru Nanak witnessed large-scale violence 
wrought by the invasion of Babar, the Mughal chief from Central Asia. This experience resulted 
in a new turn in Guru Nanak's life” (Mann 2012). There was also this powerful desire to 
delineate from the religious expectations of the Hindu and Islamic communities placed on 
citizens of this region. Caste, social class, and gender were topics of debate, which ultimately, 
provided the backdrop for the foundation of the Sikh faith. Amongst these philosophical notions, 
I choose to focus on Guru Nanak’s desire for equal treatment and representation of females 
within society. One of his key teachings is:  
 From woman, man is born; within woman, man is conceived; to woman he is engaged 
 and married. Woman becomes his friend; through woman, the future generations come. 
 When his woman dies, he seeks another woman; to woman he is bound. So why call her 
 bad? From her, kings are born. From woman, woman is born; without woman, there 
 would be no one at all. O Nanak, only the True Lord is without a woman” (Early Time 
 2018). 
One can see that Guru Nanak’s initial and foundational teachings demonstrate this necessity for 
women to be treated with respect and dignity within the community; otherwise, what good are 
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these communities and their existence? From a young age, I was exposed to this profound 
concept of gender equality. This was revolutionary at the time, as he was present within a space 
where this was not naturally accepted. As a result, I have been intrigued by Guru Nanak’s 
teachings from the very beginning and his teachings were essential to my preface. 
 During my research, I also came across a series of verses that acknowledged concepts of 
purity. In a hymn of the Guru Granth Sahib, it is written: 
 If one accepts the concept of impurity, then there is impurity everywhere. In cow-dung 
 and wood there are worms. As many as are the grains of corn, none is without life. First, 
 there is life in water, by which everything else is made green. How can it be protected 
 from impurity? It touches our kitchen. O Nanak, impurity cannot be removed in this way; 
 it is washed away only by spiritual wisdom (Guru Granth Sahib).  
In terms of analyzing the Guru Granth Sahib, I had not been exposed previously to any verses or 
passages that addressed menstruation or female bodily fluids. The teachings were never 
expressed during the prayer services at Gurudwara and I had never heard any other verses recited 
that dealt with this topic. My interest had been piqued.  
 As a result, when framing these interviews, I delved into resources in order to understand 
that if these teachings did exist, where were they and why was the Sikh community not talking 
about this significant belief. My knowledge blossomed when I explored and analyzed passages 
from “Birth of the Khalsa: A Feminist Re-memory of Sikh Identity,” by Nikky Singh, which 
perfectly encapsulates one of the main points I am attempting to address with these interviews.  
 The Sikh text is unique among world scriptures in its celebration of the centrality of 
 menstrual blood. It affirms menstrual bleeding as an essential, natural process. Life itself 
 begins with it: ‘[F]rom mother’s blood and father’s semen is created the human form 
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 (GG, 1022),’…Guru Nanak even condemns pollution associated with childbirth (GG, 
 472), and reprimands those who stigmatize the garment stained with menstrual blood as 
 polluted (140) (Singh, 48). 
With all honesty, after reading this, I was shocked and dumbfounded. Where had this 
information been when I was entering into puberty and attempting to comprehend my body, as 
well as the quietness associated with this bodily function? If Guru Nanak and the Guru Granth 
Sahib both associated women, menstruation, and bodily processes with beauty and the natural, 
why did the taboo perpetuate? These series of quotes shed light on this disconnect: the idea that 
as a practicing Sikh, one would ideally desire to follow a set of religious teachings, as presented 
above, but struggle with this community stigma, ultimately resulting in contradictory behavior. 
This is the philosophical question that my study is intending to address.  
  With this ultimate connecting piece, this passage became an integral part of my research 
and a question posed to every participant during the interview. In order to pose the questions, 
such as: “Do you believe that the Sikh religion depicts women in a certain image? Is menstrual 
health or practices mentioned in the Guru Granth Sahib?” I required that each female participant 
provide context to their background and level of religious devotion in order to analyze if they 
had been exposed to such verses as above.  
Interview Details 
 My investigation stems from a place of piqued interest as I discussed in the introduction; 
yet, my primary research method to gain information through extensive, personal, face-to-face 
interviews, which require a broad spectrum of outreach. I am being given the wonderful 
opportunity to discuss these pressing questions with the Sikh community of the Triangle. One of 
my main goals was to interview members of multiple generations within the same family to learn 
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of their menstrual practices. I desired to understand if there would be any patterns in place of 
birth, level of education, as well as continuation of certain practices once in the United States. I 
seek to uncover generational trends, which seem to demonstrate the way in which traditions have 
lasted or have fallen away due to women’s current circumstances; therefore, in this way, I will 
create a foundation to analyze whether the attitudes and rhetoric about menstrual health within 
the Sikh community has changed at all. 
 In order to preface the interviews, I enabled the females to consent to the general process 
of the interview, as well as a photograph being taken. Prior to this, I applied for and received 
approval from UNC’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). I asked them to discuss a little 
regarding their upbringing, such as cultural background, circumstances as a child, and level of 
religious orthodoxy within their family. I continued to utilize questions, such as “When was your 
first period?” and “Which relatives spoke to you about your period or about women’s health in 
general? Do you have any stories? If so, can you tell me one?” These two sets of questions 
enabled me to comprehend background, as well as any critical turning points that may have 
emerged in this female’s life. Discussing their first period or even other period stories associated 
with education enabled me to understand a pivotal moment and how that moment was shaped 
due to prior knowledge or experiences from within their community. 
 It is critical that I solely interviewed females for this project. As society sexualizes the 
practices a female can follow, she is limited in her agency and ability to speak up for what she 
desires to display to her community, facing harsh consequences as a menstruating female. 
Menstruation represents a time in a female’s life where she has come of age within society, able 
to become a wife and bear children. It is depicted as a significant moment within a female’s life, 
but can come with a great deal of burden, as well as repercussions within the South Asian 
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context. In general, a dominating male perspective can suppress the female narrative; therefore, 
the voice of the female is hidden. I was truly inspired to conduct these interviews sans the male 
perspective due to an anecdote detailed in Spivak’s “Can the Subaltern Speak?” about a female, 
also Spivak’s great aunt, Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri, a freedom fighter, who wanted the British 
colonial period to come to an end. However, she chooses to hang herself as a result of being 
asked too great a political assignment: an assassination. Spivak states that, “Bhuvaneswari had 
known that her death would be diagnosed as the outcome of illegitimate passion. She had 
therefore waited for the onset of menstruation,” to kill herself (Spivak 1994, 103).  
 Female agency, or the ability to decide how she chose to behave specifically when 
menstruating, is clearly demonstrated within this context. Bhaduri completely encapsulated the 
religious and cultural contexts present; she understood that many misconceptions and rumors 
would be established after her death due to her cultural environment and the taboos surrounding 
sexual behavior. As a result, the circumstances of her death are poignant to her overall agenda. 
She does not allow a male figure to have a say in her suicide; all decisions were followed 
through with her own moral compass, not the societal or religious standards created for her to 
follow. However, Bhaduri encourages the audience to understand that through menstruating at 
her time of death, she grasps control of her story, of her agency. She did not seek permission of a 
male figure nor did she wait to cleanse herself and then commit suicide. She revoked all cultural 
and religious practices in order to make a statement, to speak in the best way she could by using 
her menstruation to make her own life altering decision as the subaltern (Spivak 1994).  
 Other questions I posed included “Do you believe that the Sikh religion depicts women in 
a certain image? Is menstrual health or practices mentioned in the Guru Granth Sahib?” “Do you 
believe that being on your period makes you “polluted” or “dirty?” and “When you menstruate, 
		 19	
are there any precautions you take? Do you stop with your normal routine of prayer?” These 
questions enabled me to take the stories that they have described and intertwine themes that have 
constantly reappeared throughout my initial, theoretical research. These questions enabled me to 
reference cultural, religious, and social taboos that are ever-present, but utilize personal 
narratives as a means to provide evidence and further analyze the big questions involving what 
and why these taboos are still a large part of our social standing.  
 With my interviews, I attempted to shift the questions being posed, which allowed them 
to follow along with their own, shared experiences. The most important piece I weaved into my 
interview was incorporating a piece by a Sikh, female poet known as Rupi Kaur. Rupi Kaur has 
written two New York Times Best Sellers and has worked diligently to display her identity as a 
South Asian female in her poetry. Her piece, named “period,” was written in college and also 
contains a collection of artwork that is rather provocative in what it displays: blood and a female 
on her period in various settings.1 The piece is as follows:  
 i bleed each month to help make humankind a possibility. my womb is home to the 
 divine. a source of life for our species. whether i choose to create or not. but very few 
 times it is seen that way. in older civilizations this blood was considered holy. in some it 
 still is. but a majority of people. societies. and communities shun this natural process. 
 some are more comfortable with the pornification of women. the sexualization of women. 
 the violence and degradation of women than this. they cannot be bothered to express 
 their disgust about all that. but will be angered and bothered by this. we menstruate and 
 they see it as dirty. attention seeking. sick. a burden. as if this process is less natural than 
 breathing. as if it is not a bridge between this universe and the last. as if this process is 
 not love. labour. life. selfless and strikingly beautiful (Kaur 2015 ). 																																																								1	See Figures 1-6.  
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 This poem can make people uncomfortable. However, it is critical to read such a piece 
outlined by a woman of the Sikh faith in order to provide context as to periods may be of an 
unspoken nature. I was responsible for comprehending the feelings of those I was interviewing 
and I wanted to understand if they felt empowered to speak on this topic. I wanted to see their 
raw emotions that were evoked when seeing those images. Even when posing questions about 
the Sikh religious doctrines, it is critical to understand if the participants know of any literature 
or statements within the Guru Granth Sahib that state this feeling of impurity and pollution that 
is commonly found within the community. I want to know if women have in fact attended the 
Gurudwara when menstruating, as a sign of defiance, comfort, or simply wanting to pray and not 
enabling their period to deter them. I simply want to tell their stories and in the process, de-
stigmatize menstruation.  
Participant Introduction 
 In order to understand the content of each Sikh female’s experiences, the audience must 
acknowledge their background and circumstances growing up. To begin with, two of the thirteen 
participants were of the older generation. Parminder Kaur, 72, and Devinder Kaur, 66, are both 
sisters, who share their stories from the Indian perspective, as well as how things have changed 
over time culturally in India and in the United States. Parminder Kaur was born in Sialkhot, 
Pakistan, and at the age of 5 months, the Partition of India and Pakistan occurred in 1947. She 
grew up in New Delhi and went to a co-ed school that had a vastly greater number of male 
students. Her father was in the Air Force; therefore, she grew up in a more conservative 
household. “It was a very strict upbringing, very religious upbringing – praying before school 
and cooking, [as] my mother was very particular about girls learning how to cook. We were a 
very structured Sikh family (Parminder).” Her sister, Devinder Kaur, discusses very similar 
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aspects of growing up under her father’s roof. She stated, “I was born in the South, in 
Bangalore…My father raised us as boys really. He was a very practical person, who gave us all 
this information, so we learned that all people are equal…Hindus, Sikhs, Muslims - everybody 
was together” (Devinder).  
 Continuing, three of the thirteen participants were of middle-age and told their 
background stories, but specifically honed in on their experiences in this country when raising 
their children with the “appropriate” combination of Western and Indian culture. Jasleen Kaur, 
45, came to America from India when she was 23 years of age. She did her Bachelors in India 
and then came to the University of Texas at Austin for her Masters and PhD, ultimately joining 
UNC as a professor in computer science. She considers herself “to be quite devoted…[however, 
her] family is less conservative than the average Sikh family, [although she] think[s] over time as 
she has aged, [her] mom has become more conservative” (Jasleen). Manpreet Kaur Bal, 46, was 
born in Gurgaon, India and moved between two Northern states, Punjab and Haryana, because of 
her father’s job as a divisional forest officer. She “attended different schools because of the move 
and finished [her] Bachelors in India and came to the US, [completing her] undergrad and 
start[ed] working. [She] came in 1992, so [she] was 21 when [she] came to the United States 
(Bal).” She discussed her religious background as being more so conservative, but “there were 
certain things we could talk about.” Lastly, Manjeet Kaur Deol, 54, was born in Patna, India and 
immigrated to England at a young age, ultimately moving around due to her father’s training as a 
physician. She completed her radiography degree at the University of Leeds and came to the 
United States in 1986. She also states that her parents were devout, but “[she] could talk to [her] 
Papa about anything” (Deol). She is also my mother and partially the reason I pursued this 
research project. 
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 The remaining eight participants of this study were below the age of 30 and discuss their 
experiences of being raised in the United States, specifically by parents who immigrated to this 
country before or with them. Supreet Kaur, 20, was born in Gurdaspur, Punjab and she lived with 
her grandparents in India, as her parents had immigrated to the United States when she was 
young. At the age of 5, she moved to California and couldn’t speak any English, but eventually 
developed these skills in school and spent the majority of her childhood in North Carolina 
thereafter. Atiyasha Kaur, 25, is another participant who was born in India and immigrated to the 
United States at the age of five. She states,  
 I was born in Himachal Pradesh, India…My dad's an engineer and my mom is trained to 
 be a high school math teacher...I've grown up [in North Carolina], lived here for over 20 
 years and went to UNC - Chapel Hill for my undergraduate degree in Economics and 
 History. I have always had a keen interest in a gender studies as well and I did my 
 masters in applied economics. I am currently working on the data science side at 
 Lenovo (Atiyasha).  
 Navnidh Bal, 22, was born in Berkley, California, graduated from UNC-Chapel Hill last 
year, and was raised by Manpreet Kaur, who is mentioned above. Continuing, Leela Wissmann, 
20, was born in the United States, but grew up in a Punjabi household, as her mother was born in 
Punjab and immigrated to the United States at a very young age. She felt that her mother was at 
home most of the time in comparison to her father and she felt more affected by this. Guneet 
Chalwa, 26, was born and raised in Raleigh, North Carolina, attended UNC-Chapel Hill for her 
education, and is a physical therapist by profession.  
 The remaining three participants are all sisters, as well as my own, and were raised by 
Manjeet Kaur Deol, who is mentioned above. Siarra Kaur Deol, 20, “a junior at UNC-Chapel 
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Hill. [She] studies Peace, War, and Defense and Hispanic Linguistics. [She] was born in 
Pennsylvania and [is] the second oldest, in a very dynamic household” (Siarra). Anissa Kaur 
Deol, 19, also attends UNC-Chapel Hill, studying Media and Journalism, as well as Peace, War, 
and Defense. She is the middle child amongst the sisters. Lastly, Kareena Kaur Deol, 18, is a 
senior in high school and is the youngest sister, who believes that in regards to menstruation, 
 There is a lack of knowledge. It is something that is shied away from and not talked 
 about in our community. The shame shields us and it is only a topic that is discussed with 
 your mother, your grandmother - only with the females in your community, with no 
 ability to ask your religious leaders (Kareena). 
In interviewing participants within one family unit, one can come to see if there are any changes 
in belief or practice between generations, which is intriguing to the analysis of Sikh female 
voice, as well as cultural and religious background.  
 After providing brief introductions to each participant, I want to make a point in stating 
these women were either born in the United States or came to the United States at different 
stages in their life. They have all had differing experiences, but all seem to have affluent 
backgrounds, resulting in proper education and access to products, as well as knowledge and 
resources regarding proper healthcare. Overall, one must keep in mind how that may have 
affected their experiences and in what ways there are still certain demographics missing from the 
conversation. All practices or experiences described by each participant do not necessarily 
represent those of Sikh females around the world. These women are of the South Asian diaspora; 
therefore, Sikhs in India or Pakistan may or may not have similar experiences coinciding with 
menstruation.  
Religious Devotion or Practice? 
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 I want to understand if there is a connection between religious practice and the Sikh 
religious doctrine, but level of religious devotion is a critical aspect to incorporate into my 
analysis. In order to understand the female participant’s own perception of her relative level of 
devotion, I posed questions asking about their familial background, as well as their personal 
connection to the Sikh religion.  
 The elder generation, consisting of Parminder and Devinder Kaur, were raised in an 
extremely religious household. Devinder Kaur, the younger sister, elaborates that,  
 We were devout and were very modern. My father was an Amritdhari Sikh (extremely 
 orthodox Sikh) and did all of his prayers. [My sister] and I are both Amritdhari Sikhs and 
 we are modern people. You have to be responsible for yourself, control your own 
 emotions, and be a good person. Raise your children and make sure they are on the right 
 path. If somebody says something, read the Scriptures and find out, is this really what we 
 are supposed to do or not? (Devinder). 
They felt a deeper connection to their Sikh faith through their father, as well as through how they 
raised their children, enabling them to become devout Sikhs in terms of reading the Guru Granth 
Sahib and following the standard principles associated with Sikhism. Both sisters did not feel 
that their religious practices or beliefs changed when they were menstruating. Both still attended 
Gurudwara and continued to pray, utilizing the same routine. However, Parminder Kaur made an 
interesting point, stating that, “when a girl starts menstruating, it makes her more vulnerable to 
the rest of the world,” which was a comment I had grown up hearing from the elder generation 
(Parminder). Menstruation and puberty, as discussed previously, could result in further 
implications for the family name, such as pre-marital sex, pregnancy, or sexual assault.  
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 Devinder Kaur was never barred from entering the Gurudwara, the Sikh place of worship, 
but she did relay to me that growing up in India, she had heard these practices occurred within 
the Hindu faith. It makes sense for her to have heard of them because Hinduism predates the 
cultural existence of other religions. She also briefly discussed the circumstances of Harminder 
Sahib in Amritsar, also commonly known as the Golden Temple. This Gurudwara is the most 
holy site for followers of the Sikh faith, but women may not necessarily be allowed to lead 
prayer due to the possibility of them menstruating, which Guneet also addresses during her 
interview. Parminder emphasizes the point her sister makes my continuing to discuss Harminder 
Sahib, otherwise known as Darbar Sahib:  
 Culturally, in Darbar Sahib, they won’t let women do Kirtan (singing of religious 
 hymns). They have been fighting about it and fighting about it. They don’t want women a
 around when they bring the Guru Granth Sahib out in the morning. They say they don’t 
 want women out in the morning because they don’t want men to push them around, 
 which is not true (Parminder). 
What is an intriguing point to take away from these pieces of information is that the elder 
generation does not necessarily feel that they are required to change their behaviors during 
religious practice, but that the culture of society may have an impact on how they desire to 
practice their lives.  
 In regards to the middle-aged generation, the common description amongst the three 
participants were that they grew up in a devout and conservative household and they considered 
themselves to be well-versed in the scriptures. They would attend Gurudwara on a regular basis 
and Manpreet specifically addressed the fact she would go regularly before and after exams to 
ensure her grades were in good shape when in school. What is an intriguing aspect to unpack is 
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the religious background of Manjeet Kaur Deol. Her father was raised a Hindu, but converted 
ultimately for her mother, who was of Sikh faith. However, Manjeet told me how her father 
would tell her about the Hindu gods, practices, etc., but they were never practiced in the 
household, as he had become versed in the scriptures of Sikhism for his spouse. As a result, 
Manjeet states that “[she] grew up in a household where the Sikh religion was strongly 
emphasized (Deol). 
 In terms of the younger generation, the level of religious affiliation for all participants 
varies. Leela explains that she is “not super devout, [as] it is more a cultural thing, so [she goes] 
to the Gurudwara” if her family was visiting, “but won’t go if its just our [immediate] family 
because my dad is Christian” (Wissmann). She also explained that she held a cohesive 
understanding of the history of Sikhism and the Gurus that helped with the spread of this faith. 
Similarly, Navnidh didn’t consider herself devout, but believed that her life should be lead in a 
specific way, not necessarily “following through with orthodoxy because there is nothing to 
prove to anyone” (Navnidh). Lastly, Supreet talked about growing up the only child in India, but 
how her move to the States created a transitional point in her identity:  
 When I was becoming a teenager, I realized my grandparents are conservative, but my 
 parents are not. They believe that when you are coming to a new country, you have to 
 assimilate, but without losing your identity. I am not very devout, but I came to know 
 who I was through Sikhism and I had my own interest in it. If you consider yourself 
 something, you should know what you are. People would ask me because most of my 
 friends are Christian and my friends would say, ‘Sikhism, what’s that?’ and I would say, 
 ‘Let me Google it first.’ (Supreet). 
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 On the other hand, Guneet believed herself to be more devoted, especially due to her 
constant involvement with the Sikh community in the Triangle area, resulting in her having a 
deeper connection to Sikhism. She also believed her family was more of the conservative 
background, as they attended Gurudwara every Sunday and followed the key principles of the 
Sikh faith. Many of the resulting participants felt in this manner, stating that they were devout 
when it came to regularly attending the Sikh location of worship, as well as following through 
with routine prayer and practices. Many also stated that life does get in the way at times, which 
can bar some from praying and practicing when they so desire. They also come from more so 
religious backgrounds, but have familial relations that are not necessarily conservative in terms 
of social and gender norms. Siarra, Anissa, and Kareena, all stated in some form that their 
parents were of a more relaxed background when it came to social views, enabling them to 
pursue an education and push for equality, as portrayed by Guru Nanak’s philosophies. Siarra 
also stated that, “Growing up in a Sikh household…we had Sunday sessions and learned up until 
the sixth grade. I learned the history through my parents, but I didn’t go to Sunday school 
because my mother thought she could do it and she did a good job” (Siarra). Each one 
acknowledged the background and capacity with which their families displayed Sikhism in order 
for them to choose to practice or not practice.  
 Atiyasha’s narrative of her relationship with Sikhism is very intriguing and provides a 
story for many South Asian females, such as myself, who are within Western society; yet, desire 
to maintain the cultural piece of their identity. She began answering my question of devotion as 
such by bringing up her experience as a first-generation Indian-American: 
 I think it was interesting that I did grow up in an environment where there were no 
 brown kids at all…but I have realized this as I have gotten older and I've talked to my 
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 cousin, who is only 6 months older than me, who grew up in a heavy, diaspora 
 community in Toronto. I didn't have a whole diaspora going on here…I think I got lucky 
 because of how my parents raised me. Being South Asian never embarrassed me. When I 
 went to India with my mom's side of the family, they were generally very liberal and my 
 dad’s side is not at all so it is very split and most of the time, I'm closest to my mom’s 
 side of the family and I think that had a huge impact on a bunch of issues, including this 
 one, especially how my mom talked about it to me (Atiyasha). 
Even when discussing her level of devotion to Sikhism, she stated many similar notions as 
previously repeated, but the most intriguing piece of information I garnered was her closeness to 
her mother due to the religion and how she was to define herself.  
  For me and my mom, we both got closer and closer to Sikhism around the same time. I 
 did not used to keep all my kesh (hair) and I always knew I was Sikh, but I didn’t go 
 regularly until I was in high school. It was just a pattern we fell into and it is a journey 
 that my mom and I have gone through together (Atiyasha). 
I was truly moved by this. I understood how her relationship to her mother, the religion, and the 
scripture could ultimately impact how she viewed herself, as well as her relation to other 
controversial topics, such as menstruation in the context of society and religion. In telling these 
essential stories through the female voice, I am bringing to light their unfinished narratives. I 
hope to set-up a lens through which an audience can comprehend the female background, 
upbringing, and education in order to understand the perspective she has of her body, as well as 
the capabilities of that body.  
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Chapter 3 
The Period “Experience” 
When Was Your First Period? 
 First period stories are experiences in a female’s life that can be scarring, empowering, or 
simply frightening. I have recalled my tale of fear and confusion, but I wanted to understand if 
this was an experience Sikh women of all ages even recalled, and if so, what it was truly like. To 
begin with, the older generations of women I interviewed did in fact recall specifics and even to 
the extent, how they would come to learn about puberty and menstruation. Devinder Kaur, 66, 
did not necessarily discuss her first period story, but the circumstances surrounding this time. 
She states,  
 I have my elder sister; she is 6 years older than me. My mother never talked to me about 
 it, but she told my sister to talk to me about it. We were all very innocent at that time and 
 even when I got married, I didn’t know what was going to happen because no one talked 
 about it. So that’s how we learned [about periods]. We were a very straightforward, 
 simple family (Devinder). 
 Parminder Kaur, 72, states, “I was in a school play and had a lot of sudden pain. I went to the 
bathroom and my underwear was spotted, so I was very scared. I told my mother and she told me 
not to worry because all the girls have it, but she also told me not to discuss it with other people” 
(Parminder). She even discusses the interactions she had with her daughter regarding her first 
period, as her daughter already knew about periods due to her teachers and biology classes.  
 I didn’t have anything against teachers talking about sex education in class. I did talk to 
 her about sex education and this is something that is reserved for women’s own self-
 respect until they are married. She didn’t have any problems talking with me. We took it 
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 as something that happens; it is a bodily function and we just have to keep ourselves 
 clean (Parminder). 
Parminder Kaur even continued to explain the cultural implications of reaching puberty and 
starting one’s menstrual cycle in the Indian context. She explains that once a young female 
reached this age, she was to be protected from males, even though they didn’t necessarily discuss 
it. She states that you had to stay shielded from males because if “you get pregnant, it is a shame 
to the family. They would rather kill heir sister or daughter than to go through with this. We 
weren’t allowed to spend the night in anyone’s house if there were young boys” (Parminder). 
She even discussed her mother’s precautions to only have female servants in the home after the 
sisters reached a certain age.  
 When discussing periods with the middle-aged women, their experiences were reflective 
of those in the older generation, depicting images of confusion and shock as they experienced 
menstruation for the first time. Manpreet Kaur Bal, 46, discusses the fact that “[her] mom never 
talked about it” (Bal). Manpreet explains that “[she] was very young when [she] had it and the 
first time, [she] thought [she saw] spots on [her] panties, but had no clue what that meant” (Bal). 
Along the same lines, Jasleen discusses her first period experience as follows:  
 [It was] between 13 and 14 years of age. I actually remember more vividly when I 
 thought I got my first period, which was just some pink coloration in my underwear, but I 
 don’t actually remember the actual first period. I remember more of that scare because 
 my mom was traveling, she was not around and you know, I had to ask my dad to help 
 me, which was weird, but it turned out to be just a scare (Jasleen). 
What was interesting from these two first period stories were the explanations given after the 
detailing of the fear and shock associated with their periods. Manpreet and Jasleen didn’t feel 
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that they could necessarily discuss it with their mothers, as their mothers were not necessarily 
comfortable with the topic. Jasleen believed that she could ask her mother questions if necessary, 
but there wasn’t much discussion at all until it actually occurred. Manpreet continued to 
emphasize that her mother didn’t really know how to discuss menstruation. “Nobody told her 
and she probably just learned so she never learned that this was something to talk about” (Bal).  
 On the other hand, Manjeet Kaur Deol, 54, did not necessarily remember her first period, 
but she did recall how severe her period pains were during her cycle. “I would curl up in pain 
and my Papa would bring me Acetaminophen and a hot water bottle because I had a heavy flow. 
I remember starting the pill when I turned eighteen. He didn’t want to keep seeing me in pain” 
(Deol). There didn’t seem to be a contrast in the experiences of these women during their 
menstrual cycle, as all women discussed the presence of blood, their flows, as well as the pain 
and uncomfortable nature of a period. What differed, interestingly, was whom they were 
speaking to and in what detail did they feel comfortable disclosing information about 
menstruation, which will be discussed below.  
 Moving onto the final category, there is a variation in experiences and stories when it 
comes to the youngest generation. To start off, this group of female participants felt comfortable 
telling their mother after their first period. Guneet’s first period occurred “the day before starting 
sixth grade. When I got my first period, though, I just talked to my mom about it. It wasn’t weird 
or anything like that” (Chalwa). Navnidh discusses her inability to get in the pool during a pool 
party in the eighth grade. “I do remember being excited about it…I felt so behind because 
everyone had theirs and I didn’t have mine. My mom was happy for me, but it was more, 
congrats, and here are the supplies that you need. This is how you put on a pad and the awkward 
waddle you do” (Navnidh). Anissa, 19, recalls her emotional and physical state, as she was in the 
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fifth or sixth grade. “It was a Monday morning and I woke up in pain and didn’t really know 
what was going on. I went to the bathroom and there was blood. I told my mom…but it felt 
weird that this could happen” (Anissa).  
 In regards to the remaining first period stories, there seemed to be a lot of inconsistency 
or misinformation in what was being dictated to this younger generation. Supreet details how 
confused she was in terms of what a period was.  
 I don’t actually remember with whom I had the first conversation with, but it was 
 probably with my physician. My physician told me I had turned a certain age and would 
 be experiencing changes. I told my mom and she said, ‘Oh, I wanted to hold off on 
 telling.’ I think there is this notion that if we talked about it, it would come. When I got it 
 the first time, I was actually camping with my cousins. I was so confused and didn’t tell 
 anyone either. I knew of pads, but didn’t know what you used them for. I brought home 
 my dirty laundry and my grandmother told me I got it. My aunt had even offered to 
 help (Supreet). 
The inadequate explanations seem to continue in terms of what a period was or how the female 
participant came to know of the circumstances she was about to endure.  
 Siarra, 20, learned about menstruation through my confusing first period, as well as 
through the reactions of her family members.  
 My grandmother sat everyone down and…acted as if though my sister was going to die 
 and I got really mad in this instance and walked out. So from the beginning, I had a very 
 negative connotation with what a period actually was. When I had my period, I was 13-
 14 and I started one morning. I showed my mom and she showed me what to do. I 
 skipped school because my pains were really bad. My mom, in comparison to my 
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 grandmother, was very open. In a sense, I can’t blame her for that because she grew up in 
 a very traditional household, but at the same time she shouldn’t talk that way to a 12 
 year-old girl who hasn’t experienced this  (Siarra). 
When reading Siarra’s experience, I can understand how language greatly impacts how people 
react and respond to certain situations. As this quoted information displays, along with ones to 
follow, one can possibly make an inference that females who begin menstruating have to learn 
much of the information as time passes and they grow.  
 Atiyasha details her experiences, explaining the situation, as well as the implications of 
how her mother was raised with certain ideals: 
 The funny thing is that I swear that it was on the day of my 12th birthday, so I cannot 
 forget and the thing was that my mom wanted to do something different from her mom. 
 Even though they are liberal, my Nani had not told my mom, who is the youngest of three 
 daughters, about this before it would happen. My mom learned from her eldest sister, but 
 after it occurred, her mother spoke to her. My mom said that she was going to be 
 different with her own daughters, so she tried to prep me, but I still had no clue. It didn’t 
 even register. It happened in gym class and I had been hiding it for a few days. I thought I 
 had just gotten hurt, but my cramps were so bad. I called my mom and I said I was dying.
 She said that you were supposed to tell me about this when it happened. The reason of 
 not telling her wasn’t anything else; it was I thought I was genuinely sick (Atiyasha). 
Lastly, Kareena, 18, goes into minute details, which truly help the narrative unfold and 
comprehend her sentiments at the time of such a strange experience.  
 I recall I was age 15. I didn’t understand the concept of a period. I had heard murmurs 
 about becoming a woman when starting your period, personal rite of passage. I was at 
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 school when it happened and knowing that a pad existed, I was comfortable to know that 
 I had three older people backing me and I could be educated on that. When I told my 
 mother, there was this apprehension about what this is: ‘Oh you started it, keep it on the 
 down low. It is not something to be proud of,” but there was a smile. Its sad, but I learned 
 from the misinformation my eldest sister got from my grandmother because at first I was 
 afraid; this certain process is involved anatomically and emotionally (Kareena). 
I was very intrigued by this comment, as well as others like it because it seemed to be a 
reoccurring pattern with the many of the interviews I was conducting. Many of the participants 
talked of the misinformation they continued to be fed and the misconceptions about periods, 
practices, and the ideas of what a “proper” woman should do and how she should behave. Their 
voices seemed to yearn for change. However, these first period stories were critical to pushing 
the boundaries of the conversation, enabling many of these women to open up with those they 
discussed their periods with or in what circumstances sex, menstruation, and reproductive health 
were even discussed.  
Education – Whom do I even ask about this?  
 The moments leading up to the beginning of a female’s menstrual cycle are critical in 
shaping her experience and capabilities in handling what occurs during those small chunks of 
time per month. There seemed to be a lot more variation in the responses dictated during the 
interviews in terms of who the participants felt comfortable discussing their periods with, who 
they did not even mention this experience to, and if they were educated prior to menstruating, in 
what manner were they exposed to this critical information.  
 Many of the elder generation, such as Manjeet, Parminder, and Jasleen felt that they 
could discuss their periods with their parents, as well as ask them any questions they may have 
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had regarding their cycle or reproductive health. Leela did not necessarily talk to her mother or 
family about reproductive health besides her one experience in getting birth control during a 
relationship with her boyfriend. She said that she felt uncomfortable if she talked with her sister 
or mother about periods. Guneet, Navnidh, and a few other members of the younger generation 
felt that they could talk with their mothers, as well as with friends at school or close family 
friends. Supreet goes into detail about her close interactions with her mother:  
 I think once it happened, my mom showed me…we joke around because I have PCOS 
 and I get really bad cramps, irregular periods and we joke that ‘The guest has arrived.’…I 
 have had conversations about it with my dad; actually better conversations…Actually, he 
 knows that it is painful…. he said that is it a part of life and everything is going to be ok 
 (Supreet). 
I enjoyed hearing this statement as well because not only did she state her closeness to her 
mother, but her ability to discuss her menstrual cycle with her male relative, a perspective I 
didn’t hear too often. Siarra felt that she could talk about it with both of her parents because they 
“are in the medical field, so [she was] taught that whatever your body does, it is a natural process 
and you shouldn’t be scared, regardless if you are bleeding or having sex” (Siarra). Similarly, 
Kareena stated that,  
 At home, I can embrace it and talk about it freely with my mother and father, even 
 my younger brother now, to an extent now that we can relate to one another with what 
 this process is and how every female is connected with it and through it… Discussing it 
 with my eldest sisters allowed me to embrace it, even though it was painful (Kareena). 
Atiyasha and Siarra displayed their sentiments in a similar manner, believing that their mothers 
are attempting to remove the stigma negatively associated with the menstrual cycle by speaking 
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with their sons and enabling them understand what their sister endures as a female on a monthly 
basis.  
 However, there seemed to be a contradictory response in terms of having the members of 
the Gurudwara, the sangat, understand what a woman was experiencing during her cycle. Many 
of the younger generation, with the exception of Guneet who felt closer to the Sikh community, 
felt that they could not necessarily discuss menstrual health in the presence of more orthodox 
Sikhs. Anissa reveals these beliefs in terms of levels of religious affiliation:  
 I don’t think I can just approach a woman (in the sangat) and ask for a pad or tampon; 
 they would hush it down. I wouldn’t tell the men either because it would make them very 
 uncomfortable and then me uncomfortable because they are uncomfortable. Even though 
 the male and female are married [in a heterosexual relationship,] the women haven’t 
 translated their period problems to the males and they have handled it on their own. There 
 is this disconnect between male and females (Anissa). 
In the younger generation, they believed that this would be an uncomfortable attempt to have a 
discussion with those who are not necessarily willing. Siarra believes that it is such a shielded 
topic, bringing it up would not be a conversation Sikh members of the sangat would want to 
have.  
 To move to the other side of the scale, there were participants within the elder and 
middle-aged generation that believed this was a topic that was just not discussed when they were 
growing up and did not need to be discussed in general because they did not have any stigma 
associated with it. Devinder Kaur felt that she could speak with her father because he was 
physician and she could ask him any questions she desired, but it was not necessarily brought up 
in a negative light when she grew up. Manpreet, Jasleen, Manjeet, and Parminder believed this 
		 37	
was a topic that could be discussed with friends, but at times, could make them uncomfortable as 
well. Interestingly, Atiyasha makes a point similar to this in order to explain her grandmother’s 
thinking. She believed her grandmother never discussed menstrual health or periods in general 
because it was just not pleasant to discuss and she was somewhat of a neat freak. However, many 
from this generation did not feel it was necessary to discuss. I don’t believe there was any shame 
associated with it; it was just simply not talked about.  
 Lastly, instead of focusing on individual experiences, many discussed their experiences 
with formal education and the resulting knowledge they gained from those formatted methods of 
teaching. Many, regardless of age group, had introductory biology or health courses; therefore, 
they were given an overview. However, no detail was explained that would provide context for 
what they were experiencing necessarily. Kareena discusses the overview with which they 
detailed menstruation and related many of the experiences to emotion, but things were not 
explained from a biological standpoint, as she had wanted. Jasleen explains a special experience 
that occurred when she was of a younger age. She was able to explain her first encounter, as she  
“learned about what periods [were] in this week-long camp [she] had gone to…which was 
something that they do in India and there were some senior girls who were talking about sanitary 
napkins. [She] had no idea what it meant…[She] was somewhere between 12 and 13” (Jasleen). 
As I listened to this narrative, I came to understand that similar to my experience, many women 
learned at random times or when they had specified questions. Brief overviews and details were 
given for the most part in these educational scenarios, but it seems that this presentation of 
misinformation, and then learning from that lack of knowledge is a common trend that holds the 
potential to change over time. I wanted to understand how these females learned the information 
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they hold and if it has, how it has set them up to succeed in preserving their health or learning 
from their mistakes.  
Management of One’s Period  
 There is an utmost significance associated with the product a female decides to utilize 
during her menstrual cycle. Her choice can be due to a matter of comfort, utility, or perhaps what 
she is most accustomed to from the very beginning. When forming my interview questions, I 
believed this was a critical concept to slightly touch upon, enabling me to provide context to 
their experience when menstruating.  
 Many people perceive menstrual blood as this whole other entity, making many cringe on 
sight and resulting in continuous monitoring. With the previous discussion of “scientific 
menstruation” in the first chapter, menstruation is monitored in terms of hiding the blood that can 
deem a woman incapable of certain actions, as well as this concept of “passing” within society as 
a human being with no scientific medical “condition.” Vostral writes,  
 The new menstrual hygiene products of sanitary pads and tampons more effectively 
 concealed menstruation and helped to hide women’s menstruating bodies. Literally 
 bandaging the wound with scientifically developed dressings, the sanitary napkins 
 concealed, controlled, and contained the blood better than menstrual rags, allowing 
 women to pass as healthy (Vostral 2012, 79). 
I was extremely shocked by this argument; yet, it made sense. This whole idea enables women to 
appear in society as “normal,” unchanged and as many participants touched on, the perfect 
depiction of a female body within society, as heavy pressure is placed on these gender norms 
within society.   
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 In terms of discussing what materials each participant utilized, there was a variation in 
choice of products. Some of the younger generation utilized pads and some decided to use 
tampons. Atiyasha discussed her desire to use pads, even though her mother and other family 
members preferred the use of tampons. Navnidh and her mother, Manpreet, both had differing 
preferences as well, which ultimately displays the expected common knowledge that every 
woman’s body is different; therefore, her preferences will be different. Navnidh stated, 
“[tampons were] something I had to figure out on my own. [My mother] was also saying that 
blood needs to come out of your body, so keeping the blood in your body is bad for your health. 
She didn’t discourage me from using them” (Navnidh). Within the same family unit, Siarra, 
Anissa, Kareena, and Manjeet discussed their preference for pads.  
 However, the reoccurring topic and ultimately, my interest, was this deterring nature of 
tampons within the narratives. Leela discusses her first period and how her mother bought her 
pads, not tampons because she was told to use them when she was older. She stated, “There 
wasn’t much talk about it after that, but it was only when I was sixteen and I bought them for 
myself that I had to figure it out myself. It was never discussed” (Wissmann). Some dictated the 
idea that tampons were never discussed and as a result they were never taught how to use them; 
therefore they did not even know where to begin and some did not like the process of insertion. 
However, there may be a slight discomfort with what a tampon may be related to and what 
society decides to infer when it comes to the sexuality of a female.  
 Vostral explains in minute detail the sentiments of physicians in the 1940s in relation to 
the idea of a tampon:  
 These assumptions included the sanctity of the hymen as a symbol of virginity, the penis 
 as the only acceptable object to enter the vagina…Although they did not state why, the 
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 doctors claimed that tampons ‘should never be used by virgins’…They claimed that 
 tampons brought about ‘pelvic consciousness,’ and ‘undue handling’ of the genitals ‘may 
 cause eroticism and masturbation (Vostral 2012, 97). 
Guneet even discusses her apprehension in using tampons when she was younger, as she thought 
“it was something that [her] mom was a little uncomfortable with because she didn’t start using 
them until after she got married,” which is an interesting piece of information to analyze and 
question if penetration is solely meant for sex after marriage (Chalwa). Even amongst other 
younger participants, there seemed to be this notion of waiting until you are “much older” to 
utilize tampons.  
 On the other hand, when speaking with Jasleen Kaur, the 45-year-old mother of two 
daughters, she stated the following when asked if she had a preference for tampons or sanitary 
napkins:  
  There were no tampons. I don’t think I was even unaware of what tampons were. I 
 prefer sanitary napkins, as I am more comfortable. The only time I would utilize tampons 
 are if I would go swimming in the middle of my period. There is no stigma associated 
 with tampons, but sanitary napkins were just more prevalent and widely used when I was 
 growing up (Jasleen). 
This continues to be a pattern, specifically amongst the middle-aged and elder generations. 
Manpreet states that,  
 In India, we didn’t have tampons and even if you had sanitary napkins, they were very 
 expensive. A common family could not afford them, so that was not something we would 
 actually think about. It was considered a very posh thing to do. I have a science 
 background and I am scared of the Toxic Shock Syndrome (Bal). 
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 So with these two anecdotes, one can come to the conclusion that tampons were not 
existent in their cultural sphere; therefore, they were of no importance and pads were their main 
resource of managing their periods. I also want to highlight another critical piece of information: 
who had access to these products from a socioeconomic standpoint and could this have further 
implications for a female who could not afford to purchase or make her own sanitary napkins. I 
appreciate that Manpreet briefly touches on this issue, as it sheds light on an ongoing problem in 
South Asia that is beginning to garner more attention. To continue, Parminder, along with 
Manpreet, explained in great detail how they were to manage their periods without the 
manufacturing of sanitary napkins being present in India. Parminder explained that,  
 At that time in India, we didn’t get any commercial sanitary pads. We had to make our 
 sanitary pads. They had these big rolls of surgical cotton and you would cut a piece of 
 cotton, then you would put it in gauze and you used that. Then you threw it away, but this 
 is how it was…Poorer people in India didn’t have access to these things. They would take 
 old sarees and wash them…they would wrap it up in newspaper…no access to all that 
 (Parminder). 
Access in itself is another element of discussion within the world of reproductive health, but in 
learning what materials were used, it enables one to gain a deeper insight into what the 
experience of a period was like for them and if they chose to adhere to cultural norms, 
specifically when attempting to understand the use of a tampon. Women must learn to manage 
their periods and whether these participants learned as they went or gained specific instructions 
form those they engaged with, the decisions they make are ultimately, their choice.  
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Chapter 4 
Do Sikhs Practice What We Preach? 
Attitudes Towards Females in Sikhism 
 As I have already stated in the previous chapter, females within Sikhism are to be treated 
in the same manner as males, so women should theoretically have the same power as men in 
society and the religious and cultural realms. This should include, the same freedom to determine 
her physical presence and the way in which she navigates managing her body during 
menstruation each month. Yes, the religious doctrine of equality is boldly stated in the Guru 
Granth Sahib and in discourse among Sikhs, but usually only from a male perspective. As a 
result, I desired to gain a female perspective; I wanted to understand how they saw themselves 
within the larger Sikh framework.  
 Respondents in the older generation, Parminder and Devinder both voiced similar 
opinions; opinions that they considered were based on the teachings of the founder of Sikhism. 
When asked if she believed Sikh women were depicted in a specific manner, Devinder stated that 
she believed that they were “strong women who came from strong homes, strong backgrounds. 
Guru Gobind Singh’s wife, his mother, Guru Nanak Dev ji’s sister, and Mai Bhago - they all led 
by example. Those people who were strong in their faith…they raised their children fine” 
(Devinder). Her sister continued in this way, emphasizing that,  
 Sikh women are supposed to be brave. There are a lot of Sikh women in history and 
 Sikh women aren’t supposed to be meek…In our Gurudwara, for example, right from the 
 beginning, we have more than 50% of women as trustees and on the board. Women have 
 been holding those positions because it is our job to empower women (Parminder). 
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However, I was most struck by her comments regarding practitioners of Sikhism overall. 
Parminder stated that “the word ‘Sikh’ is gender-neutral, so if I am Sikh, I can do anything 
religion-wise, that is where the equality is. [Being] ‘Sikh’ means [being a ] student or disciple,” 
(Parminder). I was so intrigued by this series of comments because they suggest that the females 
evidently understood themselves as equal to men in the social sphere.  
 The middle-aged female participants also voiced similar opinions, one participant even 
expressing her desire for women to be respected since they bear children and are the reason that 
life perpetuates on earth. When bringing the younger generations’ opinions into view, we see 
that, once again, there was a repeated a similar narrative regarding women’s place in society. 
Guneet stated, “I think the religion itself depicts women in a very positive way; the fact that it 
established equality for both genders 500 years ago is pretty significant” (Chalwa) Siarra 
continued this line of thought, stating, “the Sikh community depicts women as warriors, strong 
women who bear children and at the same time, can wield a sword. We are depicted in a very 
strong manner” (Siarra).  In a similar manner, Atiyasha explained this notion, but specifically in 
regards to the Guru Granth Sahib. She stated, “I think that Gurbani (Guru Granth Sahib) focuses 
so much on the soul, which Gurbani makes so clear is genderless that I feel such a sense of 
equality from Gurbani” (Atiyasha).  
 As I introduced the idea of menstruation and the stigma associated with it, Kareena had 
an interesting take on the connection between a woman’s period and her faith: “The Sikh religion 
depicts women as strong sardarnis, this tigress…I see women as that even if they are or are not 
on their periods” (Kareena). She continued to draw out this distinction, between the way in 
which society sees a menstruating woman and the way she sees a menstruating woman. Kareena 
emphasized that the female is the image of perfection when she is not menstruating, but once she 
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begins her cycle, she is no longer associated with the image of the powerful Sikh female. Anissa 
even echoed her sister by stating, “When you depict them as warriors, they can’t have any flaws. 
If you are female warrior and she doesn’t ever fall, I don’t think they want to add the fact that 
menstruation actually happens because it is seen as a flaw” (Anissa).  
 I was extremely struck by their statements and comparisons because of an anecdote 
described by Sharra Vostral. Vostral outlines an encounter she had at a young age with sanitary 
napkins and the interaction she had with a young male classmate regarding menstruation. Vostral 
states that she attempted “to camouflage the technology and maintain the untruth of a non-
menstrual body” (Vostral 2012, 19). However, my discussions with other Sikh women about the 
use of menstrual hygiene products to shield the perception of menstruation are extremely 
intertwined with the image of the “perfect” Sikh female. The majority of the participants stated 
that there was a consistent fear of leaking, the possibility of blood showing through their school 
uniform or salwar-kameez. Kareena even touched upon her fear of the outline of her pad being 
seen through her clothing. However, when thinking about the concept of “scientific 
menstruation” and this “put-together, prim-and-proper” image of a Sikh female, I could not help 
but notice a desire to hide what should not be seen, what has been deemed stigmatized, or even 
impure and polluted.  
Am I Polluted, Dirty, and Impure?  
 Twelve out of the thirteen participants did not believe that they were “impure” or 
“polluted” if menstruating. When menstruating, many stated that they felt unpleasant, gross, but 
maintained proper hygiene and continued the majority of their normal routine. Anissa voiced her 
personal preferences and religious routine:  
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 I don’t feel shameful or polluted on my period. I feel, hygiene-wise, I personally don’t 
 like wearing a pad. I hardly work out on my period because I don’t like the feeling of a 
 pad. I have been to Gurudwara on my period, but we all sit on the floor and it is an 
 uncomfortable position. There is a bench for older women and if you see a younger girl 
 on there, it is kind of disrespectful (Anissa). 
Jasleen also described her routine, stating that she continues her normal routine of prayer and 
takes a bath, regardless whether she is menstruating or not. Atiyasha even felt comfortable 
disclosing to me that she was menstruating at the time of our interview and when she was present 
at Gurudwara the previous day, she still completed seva (service) during the community meal.  
 Supreet, along with a few other participants, introduced the concept of biology as a 
means to push aside any notion of pollution. She stated, 
 You’re a girl. This is what biologically happens. Animals have menstrual cycles and it is 
 not God punishing you, it is a beautiful thing. I grew up as a feminist and to think that 
 anything a woman goes through is impure or not natural is [crazy]. I have tried to 
 normalize it too. I have a younger brother and I talk to him about my period. If you have 
 any questions, I think it is so important for men to know what women go through. I 
 remember he asked me about PMS and I said let me tell you. I think having that 
 knowledge about what it is or why it happens, it can help someone understand. You are 
 not punished for a sin you did. It is just human biology (Supreet). 
Interestingly, much of our discussion revolved around the lack of access to sexual and 
reproductive health education. However, Parminder Kaur felt that “today, kids talk…they have 
lost their innocence. It’s too much. I had aunts, who were a little bit older than me, so they would 
tell us stories when they came back during the summers” (Parminder) She also related the idea 
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that both women and their male counterparts have bodily fluids. Menstrual blood is the bodily 
fluid of females, but she felt that there was a parallel in the male bodily fluid of semen. It was 
almost a statement of “we have one, but so do they. What’s the problem?” 
 None of the women felt that they were barred from entering the Gurudwara, but one 
woman told a story that poignantly stood out to me. Siarra outlined this critical experience in her 
young adult life:  
 We went to India in 2015 and I was bound to get my period the week we were there. It 
 happened to be when we were going to Amritsar, where the Golden Temple is, a 
 pilgrimage for Sikhs or at least a place where Sikhs should go once in their life. It’s a 
 holy sanctuary for Sikhs. I got my period two days before and I said ‘I will go see God on 
 my period.’ I was in pain, but at the same time, I just walked in on my period. I feel that 
 if Sikh people knew I was on my period, they might kick me out because regardless of 
 any religion, every religion is holy in its own way; therefore, you would be more likely 
 viewed as dirty. Blood is coming out of you, which I understand from their point of view, 
 it is a waste product. But that doesn’t mean that it needs to be categorized as your entire 
 soul is dirty and you should be locked away for “X” amount of days (Siarra). 
With her detailed account, she hit the nail directly on the head. Visiting the most holy site for 
followers of the Sikh faith while menstruating seems to be a way for a woman to demonstrate her 
desire for agency, the right to dictate her own actions, regardless of which bodily functions are 
occurring at that time.  
 As a result, the general pattern among my thirteen interviewees was that the women did 
not change their normal routine of prayer. They still attended Gurudwara and they did not 
believe they were “polluted,” with one exception: my mother, Manjeet Deol. Manjeet felt 
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comfortable disclosing this information, as she believed that menstruating women are not of a 
dirty nature. However, she felt that she was not clean enough to touch the Guru Granth Sahib or 
take a shower in fear of not being able to get pregnant. I was told these “old wives tales” were 
passed on through generations and she simply felt that she should follow them accordingly in 
order to be respectful. Over time, it seemed that they stuck. I was most intrigued to see how this 
affected her children and how they would respond. Her three daughters did not voice support for 
continuing these traditions. Siarra even stated that it was not her grandmother’s fault that these 
ideas perpetuated, as she was not necessarily educated and therefore, could not be blamed. In 
addition, Kareena discussed the changes she made in her life and how she came to those 
decisions. She stated,  
 No, I don’t see myself as polluted. Growing up, my mother and grandmother told me
 and I saw them do it myself, that you cannot touch the gutka (Guru Granth Sahib) when 
 you are bleeding. It made sense at the time, but when I got my period, I stood by that 
 rule. I didn’t touch it, but I would pray. The past year, I gave it some thought and the 
 gutka is the gutka, with whatever fluids are coming out. There shouldn’t be this barrier 
 between you and this religious text when you are on your period. I questioned that. I 
 asked my mother where that came from and she couldn’t tell me. It is just something 
 passed down over generations and was never questioned until I questioned it. When you 
 are bleeding, there is nothing filthy about you and that didn’t correlate to what our 
 religion stands for (Kareena). 
I was simply intrigued by this response to my question because Kareena did understand the 
gravity of passing down information without an understanding of why there are certain practices. 
She came to terms with the fact that she didn’t see anything problematic with her menstrual 
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cycle; therefore, why should her daily routine be affected when she is attempting to normalize a 
monthly process in her life.  
Can YOU pinpoint the disconnect? 
 I now turn to the core part of my research. With the information provided by the female 
participants -- their experiences, beliefs, and upbringings – I return to the Sikh teachings and 
compare them to actual beliefs and practices of women within the Sikh, South-Asian diaspora 
community. I wanted to know to what extent Sikh doctrine aligns with practice, as well as how 
their self-reported level of devotion affects those practices. From my previous studies of religion, 
I know that the answer is not “always,” but “somewhat” or “it depends. In order to gain clarity, I 
bring Nikky Singh’s passage back into frame. (This is the same passage I read to my participants 
when asking them further questions.) The passage reads, 
 The Sikh text is unique among world scriptures in its celebration of the centrality of 
 menstrual blood. It affirms menstrual bleeding as an essential, natural process. Life itself 
 begins with it: ‘[F]rom mother’s blood and father’s semen is created the human form 
 (GG,1022),’…Guru Nanak even condemns pollution associated with childbirth (GG, 
 472), and reprimands those who stigmatize the garment stained with menstrual blood as 
 polluted (140) (Singh 2005, 48).  
To begin with, all of the participants in the elderly and middle-aged cohorts, with the exception 
of one, knew of this set of beliefs or had encountered these principles growing up in India, as 
well as in the United States. Jasleen detailed her as follows: 
 So growing up, as you know, coming from a dedicated family, my mom would read the 
 Guru Granth Sahib regularly, but once somebody was visiting and she went and asked 
 him, “Is it ok to read from the Guru Granth Sahib while you are having a menstrual 
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 period?” because she wanted to confirm that. He said yes and if you have taken a bath, 
 there is nothing wrong with you and you are as clean as anybody else...Within my own 
 family, we never thought of it as impure or anything, but I had friends in my school and 
 this is something we would discuss. Their moms would not let them enter the kitchen or 
 the prayer room. Those were not Sikh friends, but Hindu friends. That is common in 
 many families and I would tell them there is nothing like that in my home…The religion 
 is pretty clear. The Guru Granth Sahib ji is pretty clear, but what is written and what gets 
 practiced in families is not often the same and that is where the disconnect often comes 
 from. A lot of the families are still entrenched in the patriarchal notions, where it is still 
 true and women do not have equal status within their homes. In the societal way, getting 
 out to jobs or even within our Gurudwara at a management level, we have many women 
 representing (Jasleen). 
Jasleen’s response hit on a lot of different cultural and societal concepts: the implications of 
being a female within a patriarchal society, as well as the difficulties of navigating North Indian 
culture where religion can be deeply intertwined with daily life, especially with menstruation and 
the functions of the female body.  
 As previously mentioned, Devinder is a devout practitioner of Sikhism; therefore, she had 
similar ideas. However, she boldly proclaimed that there is a disconnect between Sikh doctrine 
and what the Sikh community practices because of “the Hindu influence, which is trying to come 
back in between and the people who listen to that instead of trying to read what the Guru Granth 
Sahib says, what the Gurus are saying…it does not say that” (Devinder). When asked why she 
felt that there was a disconnect between what is written in the Sikh scriptures and what is 
practiced, she stated, 
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 No one wants to actually read the scriptures themselves. It is easier to go and listen to 
 somebody. They just follow and the rest of them follow - it is the uneducated people that 
 think this. When the Gurus gave us the Guru Granth Sahib, we bow our heads. My father 
 said, ‘First you must know. Why do we bow our heads to the Guru Granth Sahib?’ You 
 bow your head in front of the Guru Granth Sahib because whatever is written…is the 
 truth, which is written by our Gurus (Devinder). 
I was struck by her response because it seemed to explain why people are not necessarily able to 
defend what they believe in and why. Hindu practices associated with menstruation are different 
than Sikh practices, which are beyond the scope of this research project, but one must 
acknowledge that. Still, the Hindu religion does greatly impact the North Indian cultural 
practices Sikh women are often exposed to. Devinder seemed to acknowledge this point when 
she said that there was no separation between religious groups when she was growing up. “We 
were all Indians.” Because of her comment, I realized that the stigma, the taboo associated with 
menstruation could be an issue that stems more from the cultural norms, from those you surround 
yourself with, than from the religion itself. Manpreet, from the middle-aged cohort, seemed to 
echo that attitudes towards periods were due to cultural and social factors. She stated,  
 It is very easy to give into the society norms. You can twist and manipulate any religion 
 in any sense if you want to get something out of it...We are human beings and we give 
 into the weaknesses. You succumb to the pressures of life. Yes, it says all that, but how 
 many people are going to quote this and that because people are going to believe in what 
 the society norm is. We forget the core message of the religion (Bal). 
 Moving on to the younger generation, I noticed they gave similar responses and had 
similar experiences that brought them naturally closer to practicing the principles of the Sikh 
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faith, specifically those of social equality and justice. Of them, six out of the eight participants 
did not know of the passages from the Guru Granth Sahib cited above, leaving just two 
participants who knew a part or all of the verses cited above. This was an intriguing piece of 
information to learn, as I am not sure if this finding correlates to the level of religious devotion 
of this specific generation. Atiyasha, the one participant who knew of the passages, stated that 
she possibly knew of them because of her level of religious practice. However, she was impacted 
by her rare upbringing, which consisted of orthodox Sikh family members, who were, 
simultaneously, more socially liberal.  
 It was also intriguing to me that there was also this slight mirroring in the responses to 
those of the elderly and middle-aged generations. For example, Guneet explained that the stigma 
associated with menstruation is possibly due to the influence of Hindu belief and practice, just as 
Devinder had mentioned. To continue, Atiyasha also discussed the critical aspect of the Guru 
Granth Sahib in Sikhism, as some of my older participants had. When I asked her why men and 
women might not necessarily be aware of these verses, she responded that, 
 This is a discussion we have a lot, but how much mainstream Sikh people are afraid to 
 read Gurbani themselves – ‘Oh, I don’t know how to read it properly. I will make a 
 mistake.’ Yes, treat it with respect, but people have a lot of stigma and are too nervous to 
 get close and therefore, leave it up to Bhai Sahib ji (religious leader), who will most 
 likely be male (Atiyasha). 
Siarra also said that she “had no clue that it [the verses] existed,” but what she relayed next is 
more helpful in understanding how the male leaders create a dynamic within the religious 
community that erases women’s perspectives, as well as enable them to assume positions of 
authority, mirroring some of what Manpreet had stated (cited above). Siarra explained, 
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 I don’t think [the verses were] intentionally hid from us by the Bhai Sahib jis. I think 
 that it was deemed not important. They say they are willing to accept anything, but when 
 it happens within their own family or circle of friends, they are quick to jump to the 
 opposite side. I feel that people have almost taken religion and twisted the words of it. 
 People call themselves religious, but don’t actually follow the practices in their faith. 
 They make up their own. They have forgotten the roots from where everything has come 
 from. I think it is cultural, not religious because those religious words are clearly written 
 (Siarra). 
I heard variations of this type of response throughout my interviews. Navnidh stated that 
according to the doctrines created by Guru Nanak, “men and women are equal, but the roles are 
still really traditional. Guru Nanak really tried his best, but normal, societal expectations of 
women have taken hold. I don’t feel like we are as progressive as we want to be” (Navnidh). She 
also reiterated the idea that cultural norms exert more influence over one’s action than religion 
itself. “It is one of those things that we obviously have the set of rules in every religion of how 
we should act. As much as we wish religion caused change, it is society - it is how society 
changes your own views on religion” (Navnidh). I agree with this notion, as she is pinpointing 
that religion is not the culprit. Rather, it is the cultural and societal norms of the place in which 
one resides; these less progressive practices perpetuate and religion is identified as the 
problematic component during the blame-game. In reality, however, this issue is intersectional. 
All of the concepts that create human identity conglomerate and cannot necessarily be separated. 
This is a more complicated issue; there is no black and white.  
 In addition to the overarching impact of culture in general, many of the younger 
respondents also cited directly or indirectly the ever-present theme of the patriarchy in their 
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responses. Kareena opened her response by acknowledging that she did not know the series of 
verses existed. However, due to the stigma that is attached to menstruation and the structured 
gender hierarchy, she believes that this information is not available because the verses are not 
discussed: 
 The disconnect between the quote you just read to me and what our general community 
 thinks of the topic - it surrounds the role of the woman and I am going to refer back to the 
 shame aspect of that. It is what a period [is] for a woman and the male parts of the 
 community; it is what a woman can achieve per se. It is not to say she is becoming a 
 threat, but it is what womanhood means to the community. There is the general sense of 
 not talking about it and there is the general lack of recognition and when it is recognized, 
 it is not anything to care about (Kareena). 
Supreet continued by saying that she believes the disconnect between religion and practice stems 
from the patriarchy within Sikh culture.  
 Our Gurus talked about men treating women equally, but socially, men have been seen 
 as superior in a sense or the head of the family. The equality never transcended to women 
 and over the years, even more so. I don’t know how, but I know we have to break it. I 
 think that it is the shame from other cultures; the shame around the menstrual cycle is 
 evident around other religions. It is just something that you don’t talk about and it gets 
 carried over (Supreet). 
Anissa even discussed the disconnect and lack of communication between male and female 
counterparts, especially members of the community, that perpetuates the taboo associated with 
menstruation. She stated,  
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 The disconnection [is] between the males and females. I don’t think they do that on 
 purpose; they do it without knowing what should be followed and they [could] help it 
 because they can try and start talking to make people more aware within the religious 
 community. I don’t think they try hard enough to make a difference in the community in 
 even talking about menstruation in comparison to talking about construction for the 
 Gurudwara…[this] happens when you don’t want to listen to what your wife or daughter 
 have to say about it (Anissa). 
After reading through all of the responses I collected from my interviews, I don’t believe that my 
interviewees’ level of religious practice, as well as belief, necessarily correlated with their 
knowledge of the doctrines of the Sikh faith. Females, who practiced devoutly or moderately, 
especially the older generation, were either not knowledgeable or only somewhat knowledgeable 
about these religious ideals.  
 Each woman I interviewed mentioned the influence of culture and society on their 
attitudes, as well as the “interference” of other religions as reasons for the lack of knowledge. 
From this, I understood that they don’t want to blame the Sikh religion itself, but the elements of 
their culture and society, which are extremely difficult to separate from each other. They are not 
necessarily being kept out of the religious community, but as many females have stated, they are 
not addressed or even mentioned within the religious sphere. Is this the fault of society, South-
Asian culture, even the American culture, or simply the power of the patriarchy? It seems they 
all may be involved.  
 
 
 
		 55	
Conclusion 
Female Future – How Can It Change? 
period: a poem 
 I decided I wanted to close my research with this poem by Rupi Kaur. When I read this 
poem for the first time, as well as studied the images attached below2, I was immediately struck 
with anger and confusion; yet, I agreed with her statements and I wanted to understand why 
these standards continued to perpetuate. I felt that this poem had a large impact on what could be 
done going forward, what changes American society as a whole can possibly make when reading 
these words of a menstruating female:  
 i bleed each month to help make humankind a possibility. my womb is home to the 
 divine. a source of life for our species. whether i choose to create or not. but very few 
 times it is seen that way. in older civilizations this blood was considered holy. in some it 
 still is. but a majority of people. societies. and communities shun this natural process. 
 some are more comfortable with the pornification of women. the sexualization of women. 
 the violence and degradation of women than this. they cannot be bothered to express 
 their disgust about all that. but will be angered and bothered by this. we menstruate and 
 they see it as dirty. attention seeking. sick. a burden. as if this process is less natural than 
 breathing. as if it is not a bridge between this universe and the last. as if this process is 
 not love. labour. life. selfless and strikingly beautiful (Kaur 2015 ). 
The majority of my participants were in agreement with the words she wrote. They believe that 
she accurately depicts the purpose, as well as the conditions and events that occur during one’s 
monthly periods. Jasleen felt that the words themselves were beautiful and was the only middle-
																																																								2	See Figures 1-6. 
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aged participant who had previously seen some of the photos3 associated with the project. On the 
other hand, some of the middle-aged participants, as well as Parminder from the elderly 
generation, had some initial reactions of ambivalence, as well as possible distaste for the photos. 
Parminder and Manjeet felt that the photos were part of the poem, yes, but they were somewhat 
unnecessarily graphic for the purpose of educating about menstruation. Parminder states,  
 We grew up not seeing sex on television and it is unnecessary language and sexuality 
 that they show. Now, when we were growing up, they didn’t show any kissing on the 
 screen. There was some curiosity and now it has become uncomfortable. I don’t think she 
 needed to do that, but she got the attention she wanted. People of all ages do not 
 necessarily understand this and some people felt very uncomfortable. This material 
 addresses a certain age group of women (Parminder). 
Similarly, Manpreet did make some intriguing points as to why the photos could be offensive:  
 I come from a science background, so all I see is ‘Oh, I have to clean this blood up and 
 there might be germs,’ but I can see that it might offend people because if it were coming 
 from your leg…they won’t be offended by it, but because its your vagina that is bleeding, 
 then people can get offended by it. The vagina itself is…at that point, considered “dirty,” 
 because people are expecting it to not be like that. From a male perspective, there is a 
 purpose of this organ and its not meeting that purpose (Bal). 
I continue to see this theme of “the perfect woman” reappear throughout all chapters of this 
thesis. It seems to be quite evident within Western society, as well as in South-Asian society, that 
those who do not understand or want to understand menstruation for the true, raw image that it 
is, find a menstruating woman offensive. I can comprehend why Parminder felt uncomfortable, 
which may possibly relate to how she was raised, as well as the time within which she was being 																																																								
3 See Figures 1-6. 
		 57	
raised, but one can mitigate the stigma and uncomfortable nature of menstruation by simply 
exposing human beings, both male and female to photos or content as such. I do believe that age 
does matter, which I discuss below, but at what point do members of society and religious 
communities continue to put this discussion off? That is a question that will resurface. 
 Many of the younger generation had read or heard of this poem, as well as seen and 
followed the controversy associated with said photos. The photos were removed from Instagram 
for being inappropriate and breaking the guidelines of this social media platform, which 
intrigued many of the participants who were not aware that this had occurred. Each young 
participant stated that she related to those photos because that is the reality of a menstrual cycle; 
it is what they experience every month, whether it be blood in the shower or on their clothes. 
Guneet provided her initial reactions:  
 I agree with her that women’s bodies are so sexualized…we were made that way, yet 
 people are grossed out by it…I know it is important for people to get over that stigma and 
 I feel like whenever I have my own family, that stigma shouldn’t be there…Those 
 pictures aren’t disturbing because I relate to it, its normal. I’ve seen a bloody pad or 
 bloody tampon before. I can see how for men, first of all, they don’t have this experience, 
 so I can understand how that can be a little uncomfortable. Second, if they have grown up 
 hearing these ideas of, “Oh no, we don’t talk to you about that with you guys,” or if it is 
 kept in a secret, that increases their discomfort for the topic. (Chalwa) 
To continue, Kareena briefly discussed her exposure to this poem when it came out: 
 First of all, I read that last year and when it came out, I remember there being a lot of 
 backlash with the woman lying in the bed and the blood stain on the back of her pants 
 and on the bed. I remember it being banned on Instagram as inappropriate. I gave it some 
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 thought because period blood isn’t the best thing to look at, but in the sense it provoked a 
 lot of thoughts about what period blood gives way to…I love how she described it as 
 ‘giving life’ and as simple as ‘breathing.’ It evoked a lot of hypocrisy within multiple 
 communities. It hit the nail on the head for what a period means within our community, 
 in terms of when a woman is on her period and wants attention. Oh, she forgot a pad on 
 purpose and she is trying to tell everyone she is on her period. Rupi Kaur puts it out as 
 something normal, something that happens and I really liked that. (Kareena) 
Kareena’s analysis of the poem struck me because her initial reactions are those of doubt; yet, 
she seems to come to the conclusion that she must not perpetuate this idea of menstrual blood, a 
female bodily fluid, as being inappropriate for the world to see. Navnidh even echoes what 
Kareena says and states that there is a lot of power in female menstruation, as females have the 
capability of providing life through this process, but because men feel uncomfortable by it, we 
can’t necessarily discuss it. Atiyasha mirrors these sentiments, but also addresses the idea that 
this lack of discussion is not necessarily a South Asian phenomenon:    
 The way I found out about it actually touches on a lot of ways that no matter how much 
 people think India is backwards is on so many things, the West isn’t comfortable about it 
 either. This was Instagram, they are supposed to be socially liberal, but who banned it? 
 Periods are vilified and are made fun of on social media. This is in cultures, maybe not 
 focused on religion, but focused on being a woman. There is this one joke that keeps 
 popping up on my social feed and it makes me mad every single time I read it. This joke 
 says, ‘Oh, why would I trust somebody that bleeds regularly and still doesn’t die?’ You 
 are telling me I am weird because I bleed and don’t die, or does it freak you out? And this 
 is on Western social media (Atiyasha). 
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I was immediately struck by this response. My understanding was the Rupi Kaur wrote this poem 
for society in general; therefore, the stigma, as Atiyasha stated, is not solely within the South 
Asian community, but in the global community in general. When people discuss the close 
connection between culture and religion, my mind immediately jumps to South Asia. However, 
does that mean that religion created the stigma associated with menstruation? As we have seen 
from these interviews, no, not necessarily. Religion can definitely have a role, but it is not the 
main culprit in this vicious cycle.  
We Need Males in the Conversation 
 To conclude the interviews, I believed it was important to get my participants’ final 
thoughts on what necessary actions needed to take place in order for us to move forward in our 
religious and social communities; how can we move away from the taboo and stigma that is so 
constantly associated with menstruation? As previously mentioned, many of the females felt that 
the patriarchal structure was responsible for preventing progress toward discussing reproductive 
and sexual health. However, Manpreet, Navnidh’s mother, believes that the responsibility also 
falls on the responsibility of the female population, specifically the mothers. She, however, 
emphasizes the importance of discussing menstruation with the male population:  
 It is not going to change overnight. To change this issue, it doesn’t have to be a 
 mega/big effort. Any change you want to do, it starts in your own house. I don’t have a 
 boy, but if I am looking at my two nephews, I think this conversation should become a 
 normal conversation in our household because nobody is a kid. I can also see that the 18-
 year-old will be squirming if we are talking with him about this because it is an 
 embarrassing conversation. No matter how embarrassing the conversation is, it needs to 
 start at home, no matter if it is a girl or a boy, it has to start with the woman. As a mother 
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 if I make it a taboo with Navnidh and her sister, that is what they perpetuate in society. 
 The things I didn’t learn, I wanted to make sure they learned (Bal). 
Jasleen echoes these sentiments because she believes that society just doesn’t talk much about 
menstruation anyways. Is it a question of comfort? I believe in certain instances, it is a matter of 
comfort. During this interview and research process, there were instances where females within 
my community rejected being part of the study. When I asked why, many felt that they were 
either not knowledgeable on the topic or did not feel comfortable doing so. An elderly woman 
even went as far to state that her husband could do the interview and I could use her name 
because he knew more than she did when it came to the subject. I understand the comfort level, 
but this response in itself is ironic because the female is the one experiencing menstrual cycles 
once a month, not her male counterpart.  
 Jasleen also made a few more interesting points, addressing the fact that we can have 
conversations with our grandparents and the elderly generations, but we cannot change their 
minds. She states, “it’s not fair to do that to them. You have to accept what their attitudes are, but 
you don’t have to change your attitudes. It is best to accept them and go with that” (Jasleen). I 
found this interesting because she continued to state that the older generations cannot necessarily 
be changed, but we can impact the upcoming generations, the youth: the people who can truly be 
affected. For example, she felt it was critical to discuss reproductive and sexual health with her 
younger daughters, but at an appropriate age. She explained that they have known about periods, 
“as the older one has known about them since she was 8 or 9 years old,” but her daughter would 
ask questions, resulting in Jasleen feeling that her daughter’s curiosity should be answered in an 
appropriate way. Having two daughters though, she said that males also need to be educated on 
the subject, but also feel that they can talk about their own bodily changes as they experience 
		 61	
puberty. She state, “That is a higher priority when it comes to their discussions, but they also 
have to learn to be respectful of women. There is a lot of understanding and respect that is 
extremely important” (Jasleen). 
 Even those of the younger generation emphasized their desire and need for people to be 
more open to having an honest and straightforward conversation about menstruation and sexual 
health, which also specifically involves males. Guneet states,  
 I think that it must start with a conversation, but has to extend past just menstruation. 
 Some men are more open to the idea than others, but it’s going to be easier with the ones 
 who are more open-minded. For those who aren’t, it will be baby-steps, maybe starting 
 with a conversation that is not as uncomfortable or little things to make it a bigger part of 
 your discussion. Men should also be brought up by their family to not think this is a 
 negative thing. It is also the responsibility of the parent (Chalwa). 
What I gathered from hearing these women’s responses are that males are not solely to blame for 
the perpetuation of this stigma, but they are part of the systematic problem. Men can leverage 
groups, communities, and religious organizations to come together to have an honest 
conversation about something they may not necessarily understand. Making an effort and 
utilizing their privilege will at least demonstrate change to those in the community.  
Where Can Change Come From? 
 As mentioned previously, many of my participants believe that honest conversations must 
take place in order to bring about change. All participants of the elderly and middle-aged 
generation are mothers; therefore, they formerly raised or are currently experiencing raising 
children. It is a very interesting notion, but as many have stated in their interviews, education at 
home is critical to children’s proper and timely growth in terms of their sexual and reproductive 
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health knowledge. Jasleen outlines her efforts as a parent to make sure her child is educated, as 
she attends seminars at her children’s school in order to better understand how to parent. She 
stated, “the urgency just feels so big that [education and discussions] just need to happen, but not 
many parents are going to be able to do it unless their eyes get suddenly opened” (Jasleen). 
Similarly, Kareena, of the younger generation, outlines her desire to see initiatives with 
education take place within the religious communities if it is already not happening at home.  
 I would say in terms of religion, there should be a section for young girls and boys in 
 Sunday school to learn what a period is. There should be a certified nurse, physician, 
 someone to come in and speak from a religious or anatomical perspective that God 
 doesn’t look down upon you for having a period. Be proud of your period as you a re a 
 practicing Sikh women…It takes education for both sides and we can do something about 
 it, let the younger kids know and we can inform them about it. The young generation 
 grows up being just as misinformed as I was…It shouldn’t be something you look down 
 upon because I felt that way. It was embraced by my sisters first and then by my mother 
 eventually (Kareena).  
Kareena brings up an interesting point when discussing the transition in familial sentiments. Her 
mother, Manjeet, believed that these traditional, old-wives tales should be passed on through 
generations out of respect, or izzat as previously mentioned, for the elderly generation, 
specifically to keep her mother and grandmother content. Manjeet even discussed the difficulty 
in acknowledging that periods are a natural bodily within the framework that her grandmother 
and mother had constructed for her as a teenager. With this misinformation, many females and 
males can perpetuate the cycle, but Kareena, along with others, believe that it can be stopped 
with proper implementation of education and even policies. Parminder echoes the significance of 
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education, as education uplifts women and men need to enable women to extend past this socio-
cultural sphere that has been created for them to remain within.  
Let’s Just Talk About Periods 
 Conversations are important and communication between males and females, members of 
a religious community, and those in a family unit can increase the response one has to change 
and to understanding what may be unknown. In their final statements, Siarra and Anissa both 
hinted about towards Rupi Kaur’s poem. Siarra believes that we talk about rape and degradation 
of the female body in Western society to such a great extent that it has almost become 
sadistically fantasized and people have become immune to it. She states, “it is interesting how 
we show more interest to those ideas in comparison to what is actually happening inside the 
human body” (Siarra). Anissa mirrors this by saying that there is this pornification and 
sexualization of women, but the process of menstruation and intercourse won’t be discussed in a 
way where people don’t become uncomfortable. There is this curtain that cannot, but must be 
removed. Atiyasha even goes as far to say that there is mysticism associated with the female 
body and the processes associated with it.  
 It is this weird back and forth because some people are freaked out by it and women 
 don’t talk about it, and then because we don’t…talk about it, it stays mystified…yes, it is 
 changing whether you like it or not…It happens to more than half  the planet…I think 
 about how I have been so lucky that I was never taught to think of it as gross or shameful. 
 I have realized how unique that is for me and I didn’t realize how different it was for 
 other brown girls (Atiyasha). 
This response was very intriguing to me because I know, along with my sisters and many other 
females within the Sikh community know what it feels like to consider yourself other, a different 
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entity because of a process you don’t quite understand yet. Even Supreet emphasized that “not 
talking about your period can leave a child feeling very vulnerable and alone, dirty, which they 
shouldn’t feel” (Supreet). This resonated with me more than one could imagine. Fast forward 
years later and yes, I am empowered by this process and truly believe I am capable of so much, 
but how can we prevent other South Asian females, or females around the world, from feeling 
this way from the very beginning of her introduction to menstruation?  I am hoping through joint 
efforts and time. 
Final Thoughts 
  Many of my participants finished their interviews by giving ideas to encourage women to 
stand up for themselves, as well as push for men to utilize their privilege to fight for the social 
equality that is clearly endorsed in the Sikh scriptures. However, it seemed that many wanted to 
reiterate that it is not the religion, but the culture that we live in that encourages the stigma to 
flourish. Guneet states, “I don’t think the Sikh religion itself stigmatizes periods, but it just 
shows that society around you can really influence how a religion is perceived and how people 
who follow that religion think they are supposed to act” (Chalwa). Supreet continues, “Stigma 
doesn’t root from Sikhism; it roots from whom you surround yourself with and it just grows. I 
think it just gets passed on, not as a religious belief, but as a cultural one” (Supreet). Religion 
seems to be the easier scapegoat. If one is not reading the text or hiding behind “religion” as a 
shield to his or her culturally impacted thoughts, no one reflects on society itself.  
 Devinder touched on this idea briefly as we talked about her exposure to menstrual health 
in popular media. The movie, “Padman,” starring Akshay Kumar and Radhika Apte, tells the is a 
story of a man named Lakshmi, who sees the discomfort his wife experiences during her cycle. 
The story is one that reflects on the challenges a female must endure in a smaller village, but 
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when the male does attempt to step in and have a real conversation with her, members of their 
village immediately shoot this idea down. He is immediately shamed as he tries to help break the 
taboo associated with menstruation. Many participants discussed the impact this movie had on 
them, as many had viewed the film. However, Devinder discussed the intentions Akshay Kumar 
and his wife, Twinkle Khanna, had in making this film. She explained that as a Hindu man, 
Akshay didn’t necessarily care about the money the film would make but specifically made the 
film with the goal to change some people’s mind. Devinder stated, “Even in today’s world, in the 
20th century, you need to improve yourself. People are going to see a movie. Maybe someone 
will think in their mind, I should change my thought” (Devinder). I was struck by her comments 
because no matter how much the pushback Akshay may have gotten from the film, it is 
important that we continue to have these conversations regardless.  
 This project has been a learning experience for me. I have learned about the community 
in which I practice my faith, as well as about myself and what my intentions were after 
completing this project. I want to encourage the people around me to continue having those 
conversations. Through my study of menstruation and the Sikh faith, I hope that I have partially 
remedied the lack of narratives from Sikh women and I filled in the gap a bit more with this 
research. In addition, this research is not only for the Sikh community to engage with, but also 
for scholars to analyze and possibly take part in. Regardless of one’s background, this 
intersectional nature of religion and culture must be understood. As I hope people come to learn, 
menstruation is an arduous, but beautiful aspect of a female body. It is not something to be taken 
for granted; it should be cherished, but respected and understood. As Supreet eloquently said, 
“At the end of the day, I am Supreet: I am a daughter, a sister, but I am also a human being. A 
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huge part of what I believe is not being judgmental and practicing understanding and empathy” 
(Supreet). 
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Appendix 
Figures 1-6.  
Photos from Rupi Kaur’s poem, period. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
		 68	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
		 69	
Bibliography 
Bal, Navnidh. Personal Interview. 17 Feb. 2019. 
 
Bal, Manpreet. Personal Interview. 2 Mar. 2019. 
 
Begum, Khyrunnisa, and Shabnam O. “Factors influencing hygienic practices during menses 
 among girls from South India – A Cross Sectional Study.” International Journal of 
 Collaborative Research on Internal Medicine & Public Health 2.12 (2010): n. pag. Print.  
 
Chalwa, Guneet. Personal Interview. 21 Jan. 2019. 
 
Christian, Barbara, and Robert S. Patterns and Perceptions of Menstruation. London: Croom 
 Helm; New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1983. Print.  
 
Chothe, Vikas , Jagdish  Khubchandani, and Denise  Seabert. “Students’ Perceptions and Doubts 
 About Menstruation in Developing Countries: A Case Study From India.” Global Health 
 Promotion 15.3 (2014): 319–326. Print. 
 
Deol, Anissa. Personal Interview. 23 Nov. 2018. 
 
Deol, Kareena. Personal Interview. 23 Nov. 2018 
 
Deol, Manjeet. Personal Interview. 10 Mar. 2019. 
 
Deol, Siarra. Personal Interview. 5 Dec. 2018. 
 
Dube, Leela. “Bodily processes and limitations on women.” Women and Kinship: Comparative 
 Perspectives on Gender in South and South-East Asia. Japan: United Nations University 
 Press, 1997. 70-82. Print.  
 
Guru Granth Sahib. N.p. 472. Web. 3/31/19. 
 
Healy, Benoit. “Menstruation, Social Norms, and Men's Perceptions: Study of South Indian 
 Menstrual Taboos.” (2012). ProQuest Central; ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 
 1-112. 
 http://libproxy.lib.unc.edu/login?url=https://searchproquestcom.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/docv
 iew/1858966074?accountid=14244 
 
Kaur, Atiyasha. Personal Interview. 18 Feb. 2019. 
 
Kaur, Devinder. Personal Interview. 20 Jan. 2019. 
 
Kaur, Jasleen. Personal Interview. 3 Dec. 2018. 
 
Kaur, Parminder. Personal Interview. 14 Dec. 2018. 
		 70	
 
Kaur, Rupi. “period.” 2015. Print.  
 
Kaur, Supreet. Personal Interview. 14 Jan. 2019.  
 
Maggi, Wynne. “The Kalasha Bashali.” Our Women Are Free. USA: University of Michigan 
 Press, 2001. 117-166. Print.  
 
Mahon, Thérèse, and Maria Fernandes. “Menstrual Hygiene in South Asia: A Neglected Issue 
 for WASH (Water, Sanitation and Hygiene) Programmes.” Gender and Development 
 18.1 (2010): n. pag. Print. 
 
Mann, Gurinder Singh. "Sikhism." Encyclopedia of Global Religion. SAGE Publications, Inc., 
 2012. 1175-1178. Print. 
 
Mustafa al-Jibaly, Muhammad. Regulations of Worship during Menses. USA: Al-Kitab & as-
 Sunnah Publishing, 2007. Print.  
  
Nagarajan, Vijaya M. “Threshold Designs, Forehead Dots, and Menstruation Rituals: Exploring 
 Time and Space in Tamil Kolam”. Women’s Lives, Women’s Rituals in the Hindu 
 tradition. USA: Oxford University Press, 2007. 95-163. Print.  
 
Rodrigues, Hillary P. “Fluid Control: Orchestrating Blood Flow in the Durga Puja.” Studies in 
 Religion 38.2 (2009): n. pag. Print. 
  
Singh, Anjali, Singh, K. and Verma, P. “Pregnancy risk during menstrual cycle: misconceptions 
 among urban men in India.” Reproductive Health. 14:1 (2017). 
 
Singh, Nikky. Birth of the Khalsa : A Feminist Re-Memory of Sikh Identity. State University of 
 New York Press, 2005. Print.   
 
Spivak, Gayatri. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory. 
 New York: Columbia University Press, 1988. 103–104. Print. 
 
Vostral, Sharra. Under Wraps: A History of Menstrual Hygiene Technology . Lexington Books, 
 2008. Print.  
 
Wisdom through Guru Nanak Dev Ji's Teachings.” Early Times. Proquest: 2018. Print. 
 
Wissmann, Leela. Personal Interview. 16 Jan. 2019.  
 
Wong, L.P. and Khoo, E.M. “Menstrual-Related Attitudes and Symptoms Among Multi- Racial 
 Asian Adolescent Females.” Int.J. Behav. Med. 18: 246 (2011). 246-253.   	 https://doi-org.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/10.1007/s12529-010-9091-z 
 
 
